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Cattle Valley 


SECOND CHANCES 


Carol Lynne 


Book twenty-eight in the Cattle Valley Series 


With the new dormitory on the Second Chance Ranch 
nearing completion, Drake Smith butts heads once again 
with ranch owner, Robert ‘Oggie’ Ogden. 


After a shotgun blast ends his career, ex-Chicago Police 
Officer, Robert ‘Oggie’ Ogden, cashed in and headed for a 
new life in Cattle Valley. In search of a second chance, the 
last thing he wanted was pity, especially when it stared 
back at him through whisky-coloured eyes. 


Drake Smith learned at an early age to carry a bigger 
stick than the bullies who tormented him, and although he’s 
grown into a highly skilled fighter, he still guards himself 
against those with the potential to hurt him. Compassion 
doesn’t come easily to Drake, so when he reaches out to 
help Oggie, he finds his surprising efforts rebuffed, making 
him angry at himself and the object of his unwanted 
affections. 


When a showdown between them turns into a heated 
sexual encounter, Drake wonders if he'll ever feel safe 
again. 
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Chapter One 


Drake Smith ended his call moments before his boss, Asa 
Montgomery, walked into his office. “Shane Rendell called. 
He came across a bootleg copy of DX12 on the internet.” 


Asa stopped in his tracks and narrowed his eyes. “How’s 
that possible?” 


“Good question.” Drake stood and walked around the 
desk. “As far as | know, there are only a handful of people 
who even know of its existence. Shane’s gonna use his 
hacking skills to track the sonofabitch.” 


“Shit!” Asa swore, running his fingers over his thinning 
hair. “It’s not even ready. If the public gets hold of an inferior 
copy...” 

“Yeah, it'll ruin us before we even launch,” Drake said, 
finishing Asa’s sentence. 

Throwing his hands up, Asa shook his head. “Okay, well, 
it’s just money, right?” 

Drake knew DX12 meant more than money to Asa, but he 
nodded in agreement. “Don’t worry, sir, we'll find the leak.” 


Shane came running into the office, skidding to a stop in 
front of Drake. “We’ve got a problem.” 


Drake glanced from Shane to Asa. “You remember Shane, 
don’t you, Asa?” 

Shane jumped as if he were completely unaware of Asa’s 
presence in the office. “Oh, sorry, sir.” 


“What’s the problem?” Asa asked, grinning at the young 
hacker they’d recruited right out of high school. 


“DX12 has already been downloaded two thousand and 
twenty-six times,” Shane said. “I managed to break the link, 
but it’s out there, and someone else will put it back up if 
they haven’t already.” 


Asa turned to Drake. “Ideas?” 


Shane pulled nervously at his eyebrow for several 
moments. “I don’t know. | need more time to look at the 
version uploaded. The biggest question is why would 
someone do it in the first place. Everyone who’s been 
working on the project knows it’s not ready, so why do it?” 


“Sabotage.” The thought of being betrayed by someone 
they all trusted cut Drake like a knife. 


Asa shook his head vehemently. “No, | refuse to believe 
one of our own would do this.” 


Drake shut Shane down before he could say anything. His 
job was to protect Asa, and if that meant shielding him from 
the ugly truth, so be it. “Shane, see if you can find anything 
on the uploaded copy. I'll dig into the personnel records this 
weekend and see if | can find anyone on the team who’s 
questionable.” 


Drake turned his attention to Asa. “Let us worry about 
this until we can bring you something concrete to act on. In 
the meantime, go enjoy the Fall Festival with Mario.” 


“How am | supposed to do that? Hell, half—if not more— 
of my employees will be there. You expect me to just smile 
and shake hands with someone who’s trying to ruin me?” 
Asa argued. 


Drake put his hand on Asa’s shoulder. “No, | expect you 
to go and enjoy being with Mario and your friends. If there’s 
someone out there who’s trying to hurt you, lIl deal with 
them.” Asa was the closest thing to a friend Drake had ever 
known, and he refused to let him down. 


“Call me the minute you find something,” Asa ordered. 


“Will do.” Drake glanced at Shane. It was obvious by 
Shane’s disappointed expression that he, too, had planned 
to attend the festival. He decided to cut the young man 
some slack. “Can you have something by Monday?” 


Shane brightened. “Yes, sir.” 


Drake accompanied Shane and Asa out of the office 
before walking to his bare-bones apartment on the first floor 
of the building. He dug out his keys and unlocked the row of 
deadbolts that secured his home. It didn’t matter to him 
that the locks were pointless in a building as secure as he’d 
made Montgomery Enterprises. They kept his apartment 
safe from ridicule, from the prying eyes of those who would 
judge him. 


Hungry, he entered the kitchen. Opening the cupboard, 
Drake shook his head. “Shit.” He’d eaten the last can of 
soup the previous night. A quick search of the refrigerator 
yielded nothing but condiments and a stale loaf of bread. 


With a groan of frustration, he turned back and retraced 
his steps through the living room. He pulled his black leather 
coat out of the closet and shrugged it on as he stared at his 
mother’s picture that hung on the wall. Not a day went by 
that he didn’t miss his best friend. 


“I know. | know,” he told the photograph. “I should eat 
more vegetables so | can grow big and strong.” Drake 
grinned, grabbing his keys from his mom’s cut crystal bowl 
beside the door. 


Drake unlocked his apartment and left the building 
through the back door and into the parking lot. His car was 
right outside in a reserved space. The sexy black Porsche 
Cayman gleamed in the overhead security light, drawing his 
appreciation. With a satisfied smile, Drake ran the back of 
his hand over the smooth, cold metal of the hood as he 
rounded to the driver’s door. 


Buckling himself into the low-slung sports car, he fired up 
the powerful engine and let it purr for several seconds. His 


mom would’ve loved the car—its low profile perfect for her 
to get in and out of. For him, it wasn’t as comfortable as a 
larger sedan might have been, but as always, his decisions 
had been based on what would put a smile on his mom’s 
face. 


Drake pulled out of the parking lot and headed into town. 
Grocery shopping was one of his least favourite things to do, 
but until Elliott’s store started delivering, he had little 
choice. On the drive past the park where the festival 
seemed to be in full swing, Drake turned up the classical 
music coming from the stereo speakers, trying to drown out 
the sounds of camaraderie and laughter. 


* k OK OX 


Robert ‘Oggie’ Ogden climbed out of the pickup and 
slammed the door. He still couldn’t believe he’d agreed to 
meet Ryan, Rio and Nate at the festival. It wasn’t that he 
considered himself anti-social, but he’d quickly become 
comfortable on the ranch, even letting his guard down from 
time to time. 


He surveyed the area closely before walking into the 
massive crowd of people, nodding cordially when it was 
appropriate, never stopping long enough to actually engage 
in conversation. It was probably foolish on his part—there 
was no one in Cattle Valley connected to the gang leader 
who’d ordered the ambush on Oggie and his partner, but 
one glance at where his hand and forearm should be, but 
wasn’t, reminded him that the world would never again feel 
completely safe. 


“There you are,” Ryan said, a bowl of chilli in one hand 
and a plate of cinnamon rolls in the other. “We're over 
there.” He gestured to a picnic table, almost spilling his food 
in the process. 


“That looks good. Where'd you get it?” Oggie asked. 


“Over there at O’Brien’s booth, but you'll have to stop by 
the Brynn’s Bakery stand first and get a cinnamon roll. lI 
Save you a spot at the table.” 


It hadn’t taken Oggie long to learn of the strange 
connection the people of Cattle Valley had between chilli 
and cinnamon rolls. He’d baulked at first, but when he’d 
finally tasted the combination, he’d become as addicted as 
the others. “Be right over.” 


After standing in line at both places, Oggie balanced a 
borrowed tray with one hand as he made his way back 
through the crowd to the table. The moment Rio spotted 
him coming, he jumped up and rushed towards Oggie. 


“Shit, sorry, | should’ve helped you—” Rio began. 


“No! I’ve got it.” In trying to hold onto the tray, Oggie’s 
food came out on the losing end, falling to the ground. He 
stared down at his dinner and shook his head. “I could’ve 
handled it myself,” he ground out between clenched jaws. 


Rio bent over and tried to salvage what he could but 
came up with a third of a bowl of chilli and two cinnamon 
rolls with grass clinging to the icing. “Sorry, man. l'Il get you 
some more.” 


Oggie shook his head. Making a scene in front of the 
entire town wouldn’t be the best way to introduce himself to 
people. “That’s okay, don’t worry about it.” He pointed 
towards the trash can nearby. “Go ahead and throw that 
away. l'Il get more.” 


“No,” Rio refused. “It’s my fault, l'Il get it.” 


Oggie’s first instinct was to refuse, but he eventually 
agreed, knowing it would end the conversation faster. “Sure. 
Thanks. l'Il go over and get a beer while you do that.” 


In his peripheral vision, Oggie spotted a little boy staring 
at the healed stump protruding from the sleeve of his rolled 
up shirt. He subtly rolled the sleeve down far enough to 


cover the three inches of forearm that was left below the 
elbow and turned away. It wasn’t that he was ashamed— 
hell, he was grateful to be alive, and if the price was a few 
stares from the innocent who hadn’t yet learned to be 
discreet, so be it. 


x k OK OX 


Drake put two sacks of groceries in the trunk before 
reaching for his ringing cell phone. “Smith,” he answered. 


“Hey, I’m sorry to bother you, but | found something 
weird in this upload,” Shane began. 


“Hang on.” Drake folded himself into the Porsche and 
connected his Bluetooth headset. “Okay.” 


“There’s stuff in the programme that isn’t documented.” 


“What’s that mean?” Drake never pretended to be a 
computer wiz. His business was security and protection, not 
programming. 


“All | know is that this version of DX12 has been modified 
by someone who knew what the hell he was doing. l'Il keep 
working on it.” 


“I thought you had plans tonight?” Drake started the 
engine and pulled out of the parking lot. 


“Yeah, but | wasn’t sure how long this would take, and | 
didn’t want to let you down.” 


Drake grinned. It was nice to hear he wasn’t the only one 
who couldn’t shake free of his job at the end of the day. “It 
won’t hurt for you to take a few hours off. Go have fun and 
start fresh in the morning.” 


“You sure? What about the modifications that’ve been 
made?” Shane questioned. 


“They'll still be there tomorrow.” Drake liked Shane and 
didn’t want him to turn into a workaholic at such a young 
age. “Call me once you find something.” 


“Of course.” Shane hung up just as Drake neared the 
park. 


On a whim, he pulled into the parking lot and slowed to a 
stop. He closed his eyes and rested his head against the 
back of the seat, allowing the sounds of the festival to wash 
over him. In his dreams, he was the kind of man who would 
be in the middle of the merriment, laughing and joking with 
his friends and co-workers, but in reality, his fear of rejection 
continued to keep him on the outskirts. 


With a shake of his head, Drake pulled himself out of his 
musings and put the car in gear. He’d let people into his life 
once and had barely survived elementary school because of 
it. Taking chances were for those that were lucky, and he’d 
never been that. 


By the time Drake had reached his apartment, he was 
struggling to breathe, the ache in his chest so profound that 
it felt more like a physical manifestation of his grief than a 
mental one. The interior of his apartment was as black as 
night when he stepped in. He stood for a moment, letting 
the darkness envelop him. The loneliness that continued to 
invade his soul left room for little else. 


He concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other 
until he had made it to the kitchen. Opening a can of soup 
and pouring it into a bowl didn’t require thought—he’d done 
it every night since his mom had become sick. After the first 
year, the stupid bowls of soup were so connected to his 
memories of his mother that he couldn’t imagine eating 
anything else. 


People always said parents shouldn’t outlive their kids, 
but losing a parent hurt no less, especially when that person 
was the only one in the world who loved and believed in 
them. In a fit of rage, Drake picked up the bowl and threw it 


across the room. It smashed into sharp shards that landed 
on the ground, just waiting to puncture his feet. 


After kicking off his shoes, Drake walked over and stared 
down at the mess. He removed his socks and poised his foot 
over the broken crockery. Self-mutilation had always 
grounded him, and although he hadn’t engaged in the 
practice for several years, his current agitation prompted 
him to step down. He winced and ground his teeth as a 
Shard pierced the skin. Putting his full weight down, Drake 
allowed the pain to drive out the memories of his mother’s 
illness and subsequent amputations. 


His ringing phone brought him back to the present. He 
moved to the only chair in his kitchen and retrieved the 
phone from his pocket. “Smith.” 


“Its me,” Asa answered. 


Drake could hear loud voices all around his boss and 
waited for the noise to die down a bit before speaking. 
“Something wrong?” 


“Not at all. I’m just sitting here sharing a beer with Oggie 
and he said the dormitory is nearing completion. | know 
there’s a lot of shit going down right now, but | thought you 
could drive over in the morning to take a look. I'd like to 
spend some money fixing the place up with TVs and 
computers. | thought you could let me know what else you 
think they could use.” 


Drake shook his head. “I don’t understand you. You’re on 
the brink of losing a fortune and you want to spend more 
money on that ranch?” 


Instead of being upset, Asa laughed. “I thought you knew 
me, Drake. l'Il spend the money while | have it, and if | lose 
the rest, so be it. l'II make it again.” 


“Right.” Drake should’ve known better. Since Asa had 
fallen in love, he was an eternal optimist. Sucker. He grinned 
and shook his head. Sucker or not, Asa had the intelligence 


and connections to rebuild his entire business from the 
ground up if he needed to. But where would that leave 
Drake? 


“Tell Oggie l'Il be there at eight,” Drake finally said. 
“Will do. You find out anything yet on the other matter?” 


Drake filled Asa in on the conversation he’d had earlier 
with Shane. “That’s all | know for sure. | haven’t had a 
chance to dig into the personnel files yet, but l'Il tackle that 
now.” 


“Great. Let me know if you find something. | still can’t 
believe it’s one of ours.” 


Drake knew it had to be, but no sense shitting on Asa’s 
optimism. “We’ll see.” He hung up and set the phone on the 
table before looking down. A small pool of blood had formed 
on the vinyl flooring. Bringing his leg up, he rested it across 
the opposite knee and surveyed the damage. Drake pinched 
the blue piece of pottery between his thumb and forefinger 
and pulled. More blood followed, but he wasn’t overly 
concerned. The scars on the bottom of his feet were 
roadmaps of the pain he’d endured over the years. 


“A little antiseptic, a bandage, and l'Il be as good as I was 
before,” he mumbled. 


* k OK OX 


Swaying, Oggie got out of the truck. “Thanks.” 
“You going to be okay, boss?” Smokey asked. 


“Yep.” Oggie balanced himself and weaved his way 
towards the front porch. It wasn’t often that he lowered his 
walls enough to get drunk, but there was something about 
his new friends that put him unexpectedly at ease. 


Smokey waited until Oggie had made it up the porch 
steps before turning the truck around in the ranch yard. 
“See you Monday,” he yelled out the open window. 


Digging his keys out of his front pocket, Oggie nodded. 
He waited until Smokey had driven away to try and fit the 
damn key in the lock. It took him nearly ten minutes but 
eventually he got it and threw up his hand in triumph. 


“Get your drunk ass to bed,” he scolded himself. 


He stared up the staircase and knew he’d never make it, 
not in his current condition, so he staggered into the living 
room and dropped to the sofa. He reached down to take off 
his boots and was once again surprised to find he only had 
one hand. He couldn’t blame the beer because it had 
happened before. His doctor called it a phantom limb. Oggie 
just called it pathetic. 


x k OK OX 


A loud banging outside the window woke Oggie the next 
morning. He groaned and rolled over, falling off the sofa in 
the process. “Sonofabitch!” 


He sat up with his back against the couch and put his 
hand to his head. What the fuck is that noise? After five 
minutes of the continued irritation, Oggie got to his feet and 
shuffled towards the door. He opened the front door and 
winced as the morning sunlight greeted his eyes full force. 


Shielding his eyes, Oggie stepped out onto the porch and 
looked in the direction of the offending noise. Drake. 
Cussing under his breath, he went back inside and put his 
boots on. How could he have forgotten their meeting? 


Oggie growled low in his throat as he smoothed his hair 
down on the way back outside. He didn’t like Drake or the 
pitying look the man gave him every time they were 


together. Worse, Drake was brooding and shut-off—traits 
Oggie had always found attractive. The last thing he needed 
was to be attracted to an asshole. It was his turn to be the 
asshole. Putting up with one wasn’t in the cards. 


Drake was hard at work, cleaning up the construction 
site. Oggie dodged a flying two by four as he neared the 
side of the dorm. “What the hell’re you doing?” 


Drake paused in the process of picking up another length 
of wood. “Hey,” he greeted. “Thought I’d do my part and get 
some of this shit cleaned up.” 


Oggie admitted to himself that he’d let the clean-up slide 
a bit in the last week, but that was his problem, not Drake’s. 
“Not necessary. l'Il get to it when | can.” 


Drake shrugged. “Why? I’m here now. Might as well help 
out.” 


“| don’t need your fucking help!” 


Drake dropped the board before walking over to stand 
toe to toe with Oggie. “What the hell’s your problem with 
me?” 


“Look, | Know you think you can do everything better 
because you have two hands, but | do just fine on my own.” 


Drake’s light brown eyes narrowed to mere slits. “You 
don’t know a goddamn thing about me or what | think, so 
get off your fucking high horse and accept help when it’s 
offered.” 


The urge to grab Drake and kiss him was overwhelming, 
but Oggie refused to give in to his desire for fuckwads and 
took a step back. “This is my place, and | won’t have anyone 
coming on it trying to tell me what to do.” He turned and 
headed towards the barn. “You need to be gone by the time 
| finish with the horses.” 


Oggie slid open the barn door just as the banging started 
again. He ground his teeth and entered the cool shadows, 


wishing he’d thought to put on a jacket. Fuck it. No way in 
hell would he go back to the house. 


He shoved his hand in his left jean pocket and withdrew 
his cell phone. After scrolling through his contacts, he 
punched the button for Asa. 


“Yeah,” a groggy voice answered. 
“Asa?” 
“Yeah.” 


“Until now | haven’t said anything about you sending 
your man out here to check out the progress on the dorm, 
but he’s outworn his welcome. I’d appreciate it if you’d 
either send someone else from now on or come yourself.” 


It took Asa a moment to answer. “I’m sorry you feel that 
way. Not sure what Drake’s done to upset you, but l'Il talk to 
him. As far as sending someone else out, l'Il give it some 
thought.” 


“You should do more than give it thought,” Oggie argued. 
“This is my place.” 


“And those kids need my support. The city may be paying 
for the construction, but it’ll be my money that keeps the 
place going. | trust Drake with my life. | don’t know what’s 
going on between the two of you, but l'Il side with my 
employee every day of the week.” 


Oggie was at a loss for words after the dressing down. No 
wonder Asa was a billionaire and Oggie was living on the 
last of his settlement. 


“Now, I'll talk to Drake and see if we can’t work 
something out,” Asa added. 


Oggie still didn’t know what to say. If he agreed, Asa 
might think he was running the show, but if he bitched, Asa 
may very well take his money elsewhere. “Later,” he finally 
said before hanging up. 


It hadn’t taken Nate long to convince Oggie to house 
GLBT teens on the ranch. Having been a cop, he’d seen the 
runaways living on the streets and since he had the land 
needed for the dormitory, it had seemed like a good idea. 
After Nate had introduced him to Jay, the young man who 
was the cook at O’Brien’s, Oggie had started to care even 
more. 


Jay was a soft-spoken man who'd come to Cattle Valley 
from the Washington DC shelter run by Joseph Allenbrand 
after Joseph had reconnected with Nate a year or so earlier. 
Oggie had sat and had a beer with Jay as he was filled in on 
what really went on for a young man living on the streets. 
The more Oggie had learned, the more determined he had 
become to make a better life for those sent his way. 
Unfortunately, he needed Asa for that, and, in turn, Drake, it 
seemed. 


“Shit!” Oggie kicked at the dirt under his feet. 


Chapter Two 


With his laptop open, and a stack of manila folders on the 
table beside him, Drake read through the cursory 
background notes on William §=Marron—forty-seven, 
graduated at the top of his class from Howard University, 
born and raised in Philadelphia. 


A knock at the door drew him away from Marron’s 
childhood history. He set the computer on the side table and 
reached for his gun. His apartment inside the Montgomery 
building was off limits to everyone who worked there, so 
whoever dared invade his privacy was about to get the 
scare of his or her life. 


Browning 9mm in hand, Drake twisted the row of locks in 
quick succession before opening the door, his gun aimed at 
his visitor. 


“Paranoid?” Asa asked, his voice as calm as it always 
was. 


Drake dropped his hand. “I figured anyone who was 
dumb enough to knock on my door was either stupid or had 
a death wish.” 


Asa laughed and pushed by Drake, entering the 
apartment. “Glad | fit into the first category.” 


Drake put the gun back into the drawer. “What can | do 
for you?” 

Asa glanced at the open laptop. “I figured you’d be 
watching the game, but | should’ve known better.” 


“Just doing what you pay me for,” Drake answered. 
Forever suspicious, he crossed his arms over his chest. “You 
never come in on the weekend. What’s up?” 


Hands in his coat pockets, Asa seemed to survey the 
apartment. There wasn’t much—a single recliner with a side 
table and television hung on the wall. Drake’s kitchen was 
no different—single chair, small bistro table, a soup bowl... 
No, scratch that—he would have to buy another bowl before 
he could eat dinner. 


“I live alone,” Drake said in explanation before Asa could 
ask. 


Asa shook his head. “Living alone doesn’t have to mean 
doing without certain luxuries.” He shook his head again. 
“Like a couch.” 


“Anything more would invite company, and | don’t care to 
have any,” he replied, dropping the subtle hint. Asa was the 
closest thing Drake had to a friend, but even that ended at 
the door to his apartment. 


“Duly noted.” Asa mimicked Drake’s stance and crossed 
his arms over his chest. “I got a call from Oggie. Is there 
something you'd like to tell me?” 


“Not particularly.” Drake couldn’t believe Oggie had 
called Asa. What a weasel. “| tried to help him out by 
cleaning up the site and he resented it.” He shrugged. 
“Sorry, boss, but if the guy can’t accept that, | don’t see 
how it’s gonna work. There’s no way in hell he’ll be able to 
keep up with all the work once all those bedrooms are filled 
unless he’s willing to put aside some of his attitude and 
welcome what’s offered.” 


“| don’t disagree with what you’re saying, but we need to 
figure out a way to make this work.” 


“I’m all ears,” Drake drawled. He thought he’d done the 
right thing by pitching in without being asked, and he’d 
been ordered off the ranch because of it. 

“Oggie’s a proud man, probably more so since he lost his 


hand, but deep down he has to know he needs the help. 
He’s just not used to accepting it.” 


Drake thought of his mother and how she'd hidden 
herself away. He didn’t want that for Oggie. “lII talk to him.” 


“Well, you can talk to Oggie on your way to DC.” 
“Excuse me?” 


“Joseph Allenbrand called. He has a boy that needs your 
help and he wants Oggie there,” Asa said. 


Drake helped out at both the DC and New York centres 
from time to time. It was the request of the travelling 
companion that he didn’t understand. “Fine, but what’s 
Oggie have to do with it?” 


“The boy, Cullen Bryant, goes by the nickname Little Man 
out on the streets. He was living at the shelter and Joseph 
had him back in school, but three weeks ago he 
disappeared. Last night, Joseph spotted him working one of 
the street corners. It was obvious Cullen had been badly 
beaten, but when Joseph tried to talk to him, Cullen became 
visibly frightened. He begged Joseph to let him go and 
forget about him. But we both know Joseph can’t give up on 
the kids he’s taken in. He’s asked for our help.” 


Drake hated the thought of someone being bullied. There 
was no doubt in his mind that Cullen’s size had a lot to do 
with him being a target. “Okay, l'Il go, but that still doesn’t 
explain why | need Oggie to tag along.” 


“Because Oggie has to approve all potential residents 
before they can be transferred to the Second Chance. If you 
can get him off the streets, Joseph feels it would be best to 
bring him directly here. Expediency is everything in this 
instance.” 


“But the dorm isn’t even furnished yet,” Drake argued. 


“It will be by the time you get back here.” Asa walked 
towards the door. “You need to work out your problems with 
Oggie.” He opened the apartment door. “A boy’s life could 
depend on it.” 


“Wait, what about our internal problem?” Drake had too 
much on his plate to run off to DC. 


“The boy’s life is more important than money. Shane’ll 
keep digging from his end and stop the programme from 
getting back on the Internet—that’ll buy us some time. The 
corporate jet is fuelled and waiting for you and Oggie to get 
there. I’ve already spoken to him, and he'll meet you there.” 


Before Drake could say anything more, Asa closed the 
door behind him. 


“Shit!” 
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Oggie boarded the plane and tossed his backpack in the 
first available seat. 


“You can’t leave that there,’ 
back of the plane. 


Oggie narrowed his eyes. He wasn’t in the mood to deal 
with Drake’s shit, especially after he’d been shamed into 
going on the last-minute trip in the first place. He snatched 
his pack off the seat and shoved it in a small locker next to 
the bathroom. Without saying a word to Drake, he dropped 
into a seat towards the front of the plane. 


A muffled curse came from behind Oggie and a few 
moments later, Drake took the chair across from him. 
“What're you doing?” Oggie asked. 


“Trying to bury the hatchet,” Drake replied, hands resting 
comfortably in his lap. 


Oggie didn’t care to hear anything the conceited asshole 
had to say. “Better watch out or it'll be buried in your head.” 


Drake leant forward just as the jet left the runway. “What 
exactly have | done to make you hate me so much?” 


r 


a deep voice said from the 


The memory of their first meeting flashed through 
Oggie’s mind. He’d been made to feel like a damn invalid 
who couldn’t even take care of his own ranch. “I don’t like to 
be underestimated.” 


“Who's underestimated you? Certainly not me. I’ve tried 
to help out a couple of times, but that has nothing to do 
with underestimating you.” 


“The hell it doesn’t,” Oggie growled. Drake was the first 
person to make him feel handicapped and for that alone, he 
would never be forgiven. “You came on my land and took 
over like you had every right to do so.” He held up his right 
arm. “One look at this and you assumed | needed your 
help.” 


Although the plane was still ascending, Drake unbuckled 
his seatbelt and made his way to the same locker Oggie had 
stored his bag in. He rooted around for several moments 
before coming back with a small book. After resuming his 
seat, he passed it to Oggie. “I’ve never shown this to 
anyone, and if you care anything about that handsome face 
of yours, you'll do the right thing and school your initial 
reactions.” 


It wasn’t until the book was in Oggie’s hands that he 
realised it was a photo album. Although he was at a loss as 
to why Drake would want him to look at pictures, Oggie 
flipped open the cover. His jaws tightened at the photo of a 
young boy of around five and an older, heavy woman with 
missing feet. He turned the page, another image of the boy, 
but he appeared a year or so older. The woman was also the 
Same except her right hand was noticeably absent. The boy 
had his arm lovingly draped around the woman’s neck. 


“She insisted we take those,” Drake said in a voice so soft 
Oggie barely heard him. 


“She’s your mother,” Oggie concluded. He felt sick to his 
stomach as the pictures progressed. In each photo, there 


was a little less of Drake’s mother as the boy grew older. 
“Diabetes?” 


Drake nodded and accepted the album Oggie held out. 
“Neuropathy. She’d had trouble with it before she got 
pregnant, but by the time | was born, her poor body had 
nearly given up the fight.” He ran his fingertips over the 
album. “By the time | was two, she’d lost the toes on both 
feet.” He gestured to the book. “That first picture was taken 
right after I’d started first grade. By then, both feet were 
gone.” 


Drake stood and put the album back into the closet. “She 
wasn’t healthy but at least she was happy back then. She 
still tried to do everything a mother’s supposed to.” He 
stopped abruptly. “Excuse me.” 


Oggie let out a heavy sigh when Drake disappeared into 
the small restroom and shut the door. How was he supposed 
to respond to what Drake had just shared? He knew it was 
something he’d have to chew on for a while. 


After splashing cold water onto his face, Drake leaned 
against the small vanity and stared at his reflection in the 
mirror. He shouldn’t have revealed as much as he had. What 
the hell had prompted him to share his mother with 
someone after so many years? Hadn’t he learnt his lesson 
the one and only other time he’d done it? Sure, he’d only 
been eight at the time, but it had haunted him since. 


There was a soft knock on the flimsy door. “Drake? You 
okay?” 

“Fine,” Drake snapped, reaching for a thick, terry hand 
towel. He waited for the sound of retreating footsteps before 
turning back to the mirror. If he went out and pretended 
he’d never shared the album, maybe Oggie wouldn’t 
mention it again. 


Cool. A plan. He liked plans. 


Opening the door, Drake realised the jet had levelled out. 
He made his way to the galley. “Drink?” 


Oggie stood and joined Drake in the small space. “I drank 
enough beer on Friday to last me a lifetime. Any juice?” 


Drake flipped the latch on the fridge and opened it. 
Typical Asa—the damn thing was stocked to the hilt. “What 
kind?” 


“Holy shit.” Oggie reached for a bottle of cranberry apple 
and a prepared plate of meat and cheese. “Think there’s 
bread?” 


Drake grinned and opened one of the cupboards. Bagels 
and loaves of bread were lined up like a mini-supermarket 
Shelf. “Asa doesn’t do anything half-ass.” 


Oggie reached for the rye bread. “Sandwich? | haven’t 
eaten since breakfast.” 


Drake shook his head and opened the drawer that held 
cans of soup. “I’m covered.” He poured the contents into a 
bowl and set it in the microwave. While Oggie worked at 
making a sandwich, Drake knocked on the cockpit door. 
“Can | get either of you something to eat?” 


The door opened and Stony Howard, the captain, smiled. 
“I'd love a cup of coffee.” He glanced over his shoulder. 
“Johnny, you want anything?” 


“I’m good,” the co-pilot answered. 


“We'll see about that.” Stony winked at Drake. “Just the 
one will be fine.” 


Stony had been trying for several months to get Drake 
back into bed, and although the guy was seriously talented 
in that department, Drake hadn’t been interested since the 
day he’d visited Oggie’s ranch. Still, it had been a while and 
being around Oggie made him restless. He leant forward 
and brushed the tip of his tongue across Stony’s lower lip. 
“Aye aye, Captain.” 


Stony groaned quietly and reached for Drake but pulled 
his hand back when Johnny cleared his throat. 


“Another time?” Stony asked, withdrawing his hand. 


“If you’re lucky. l'Il make a pot of coffee.” Drake shut the 
door and turned around, coming face to face with Oggie. 


Oggie nodded towards the cockpit. “I take it the two of 
you have a history?” 


“Occasional history,” Drake clarified. He opened the 
microwave and found a spoon. “There’s a table about 
halfway back.” 


Oggie watched Drake for several seconds before tucking 
the bottle of juice under his right arm and picking up his 
sandwich. “You going to join me?” 


“Right behind you.” Drake used a paper towel to help 
Shield his hand from the hot bowl. He grabbed a bottle of 
water and followed Oggie down the aisle. He couldn’t help 
but notice the tight fit of the cowboy’s Wranglers. Damn. He 
could definitely handle a quick fuck before touching down in 
DC. Too bad Oggie was such a closed-off asshole. There was 
something about him that made Drake’s chest ache, to say 
nothing of the effect Oggie had on his cock. 


After setting his bowl on the table, he headed back to the 
galley. “I forgot to start the coffee.” 


Oggie mumbled something but Drake wasn’t close 
enough to hear, and since he probably didn’t want to, he 
kept going. In no hurry to return to the table, he waited 
while the coffee brewed, trying to understand why he was 
attracted to someone who obviously didn’t want a damn 
thing to do with him. 


When the coffee was finished, Drake filled a heavy 
thermal cup and knocked on the cockpit door. “Coffee.” 


Stony opened the door but instead of taking the cup and 
going back to work, he stepped out into the galley. Standing 


in front of Drake, Stony blew on the steaming beverage but 
didn’t attempt to drink. “So, who’s the guy?” 


Drake moved further back into the galley, away from 
Oggie’s view, before answering. “He owns the Second 
Chance, Asa’s newest pet project. We’re picking up a kid in 
DC—well, once we can find him.” 


Stony moved towards Drake and set his cup on the 
counter. With his hands free, he planted them on Drake’s 
chest, giving Drake’s nipples a subtle squeeze. “You fucking 
him?” 


“No.” Drake knew he should push Stony away, but the 
contact felt good. So what if he’d rather have Oggie’s hands 
on him? 


When Stony started to kiss and nip the underside of 
Drake’s jaw, Drake tilted his head back. “Shouldn’t you be 
flying the plane?” 


“Why do you think | brought Johnny along? | was hoping 
to get a few moments alone with you.” 


Drake knew better. Stony was notorious for fucking his 
co-pilots. It was the reason he always used a service instead 
of putting the poor men on the payroll. Stony moved his 
hands down to the front of Drake’s jeans. 


“You must be slipping. Usually, by this time, your co- 
pilot’s head would already be in your lap sucking you off.” 
Drake wasn’t jealous. Hell, all he’d ever had with Stony was 
sex, and usually on the plane. 


Stony chuckled, and Drake felt the deep sound vibrate in 
his chest. “We've still got a long flight. Besides, Johnny’s 
young. He’s the kind of kid who wants to be wined and 
dined first. Good thing we’re staying over in DC until you’re 
ready to leave.” 


Stony was a slut and he never apologised for it. It was the 
reason Drake continued to fuck the guy, no strings. He took 


hold of Stony’s shoulders and put some distance between 
them. “You should stick with the kid this trip.” 


“Who says | can’t have both?” 


“| did.” Drake gestured to the coffee pot. “If you need a 
refill, get it yourself.” 
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Oggie watched Drake eat his soup. The damn stuff had to 
be cold, but either Drake didn’t notice or was used to it. 
Since he’d returned from making the captain’s coffee, Drake 
had been quiet and the expression on his face had turned 
more sour than usual. Had he hoped for a bigger ‘thank you’ 
from the captain than he’d been given? 


Ignoring the bitter feeling the thought produced, Oggie 
tried to concentrate on the reason he’d been pulled away 
from the ranch. “So, this kid...you think he’ll fit in on the 
ranch? | mean, I’m more than willing to give these 
teenagers a home, but | don’t need trouble.” 


Drake finished the last of his soup before pushing the 
bowl aside. “I won’t know until | see what all he’s into. 
Joseph doesn’t house the ones hooked on drugs unless 
they’re willing to go through a treatment programme. If 
Cullen’s strung out, I’d take a pass if | were you, but from 
the report | got, it sounds like he’s mixed up in hustling. If 
so, he’s redeemable. A lot of these street kids don’t have a 
choice. They either become prostitutes or starve.” 


Instead of an opinion, Oggie felt as though Drake was 
trying to school him, and he didn’t appreciate it—not one 
bit. He leant across the table and stared Drake in the eyes. 
“I spent fourteen years on the Chicago PD. Do you really 
think | don’t know that shit? | was asking because | wanted 
to know if you knew more about him than what Asa told me 
over the phone.” 


Drake sat back in his chair and crossed his arms over his 
chest. “Sorry, guess | think of you as a rancher, not a cop.” 


Of course you did, Oggie thought. After getting his 
goddamn hand blown off even his fellow cops no longer 
thought of him as one of them. Used to keeping his stump 
tucked against his side, Oggie held it up in front of Drake’s 
face. “Because of this? Believe me, the body may not be the 
same, but nothing happened to my fucking brain!” 


Instead of getting a rise out of Drake, Oggie’s rant 
seemed to calm him. “I think of you as a rancher because of 
the way you dress, and because that’s what you are now. 
I’m sorry about what happened to you, man, but it could’ve 
been worse. So, if your pissy attitude is about that, you’re 
gonna have to get over it and move on.” 


The anger whooshed out of Oggie. “Yeah, that’s the way 
I’ve looked at it since | woke up in the hospital.” Shit. He 
knew it was confession time. “Since | moved to Cattle 
Valley, you’re the first person who’s treated me like I’m 
handicapped.” 


Drake sighed and picked up his empty bowl. “If | did, | 
didn’t mean it. Guess | just got used to doing stuff for my 
mom.” He stood. “She wasn’t like you,” he mumbled before 
walking down the aisle. 


Oggie stared at Drake as he retreated to the front of the 
plane. He wasn’t sure what Drake meant by that last bit, but 
he felt like shit for calling the guy out. Although it had been 
true, he knew it was only part of his problem with Drake. No 
matter how much he’d tried to fight it, he was attracted to 
the man. 


“Motherfucker,” Oggie groaned, getting to his feet. He 
picked up his plate and carried it to the galley. He found 
Drake wiping down the cabinet. “Now it’s my turn to 
apologise.” 


Drake shook his head, but didn’t look up from the 
spotless counter. “No need.” 


For the first time since the shooting, Oggie felt the urge 
to reach out and touch someone. He put his hand on Drake’s 
Shoulder. His eyes closed at the contact. He’d obviously 
been lonelier than he’d admitted to himself because the 
simple touch warmed parts of him that had lain dormant 
since the shooting, since Ben had stopped returning his 
Calls. 


Oggie rested his forehead against Drake’s shoulder. “| 
haven’t always been such an asshole.” 


Drake tossed the dishrag in the sink and turned his body 
until they were chest to chest. His arms wrapped around 
Oggie’s waist, but he didn’t say anything right away. “l 
have,” he eventually replied. “I learned at a young age not 
to let people in. Friends have the ability to hurt you.” 


Oggie tilted his chin up. “You don’t have friends?” 


Drake shook his head. “Not really. | have a few people | 
kid around with at work, but | don’t let them know the real 
me, so | wouldn’t consider them friends.” 


With that distinction, Oggie wondered whether or not he 
had any. “I like to hang around with Nate, Ryan and Rio— 
they’re cool. Smokey’s a good man to work with, but now 
that you say that, | don’t know. Maybe | don’t have any 
either.” 


Drake rested his lips on Oggie’s forehead. “You know 
more about me than anyone else. | wonder...” 


“If we can be friends?” The idea made Oggie uneasy. 
He’d never had sex with a friend, and by the way his body 
was responding, he definitely wanted to crawl in bed with 
Drake. 


Drake dipped his head down and kissed Oggie. It was soft 
and hesitant. Almost as if he wasn’t sure the action would 
be welcome. 


Oggie took control, parting Drake’s lips with his tongue 
and thrusting inside. He was quickly pressed against the 


counter by Drake’s heavily muscled body. There was about a 
two inch difference in their height but thankfully their 
erections fit perfectly against each other. He moved his hips 
from side to side a few times as he continued to plunder the 
interior of Drake’s mouth with his tongue. 


Drake was the first to break the kiss. “Jesus,” he panted. 
He placed his hands on Oggie’s ass and ground against him 
for several moments before releasing him and stepping 
back. “Unless you want a tour of Asa’s bedroom in the back 
of the plane, I’d suggest we take a break.” 


It took Oggie several seconds to shake off the effects of 
their brief encounter enough to speak. “Yeah, probably a 
good idea.” 
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After Oggie had returned to his seat, Drake made two 
rum and Cokes. He didn’t drink often, but when Oggie had 
mentioned his need for something stronger than juice, 
Drake figured he might as well indulge. 


Drake handed Oggie a glass before taking the seat across 
the aisle. He felt like he should say something, but it wasn’t 
a situation he was comfortable with. “I didn’t expect that to 
happen.” 


Oggie hoisted his glass up before downing the entire 
contents. “Me either,” he replied then hissed as the alcohol 
burned his throat. 


“You sorry it did?” Drake had to know where he stood. 


“Not particularly.” Oggie sucked one of the rum-laced ice 
cubes into his mouth. “You?” 


“Not at all,” Drake confessed. He ran the cool glass 
against his swollen lips. “Although | wish it'd happened 
somewhere else.” 


“Afraid your employer would disapprove?” Oggie 
questioned. 


There was an uneasiness about the way Oggie asked that 
alerted Drake that the man was already starting to pull 
away. He moved his glass to his left hand and reached 
across the aisle with his right. Holding the back of Oggie’s 
neck, Drake stretched over and kissed him again. “Asa 
would more than approve. | meant that | wish we’d been 
alone, in bed preferably.” 


Oggie licked his lips. “Oh.” He leant in for another deep 
kiss. “Are we staying at Joseph’s?” 


Drake gave Oggie one last kiss before pulling back to sit 
straight in his seat. “No, Asa’s secretary reserved four 
rooms for us at a hotel down the street from the shelter.” 


“Maybe we only need three rooms?” 


Drake glanced at the cockpit door, sure that Stony had 
already worked his magic on his newest co-pilot. “Two’s 
more like it.” 


Oggie sucked another ice cube into his mouth. “What’s 
your deal with the pilot? Should | be jealous?” 


“Of Stony? Absolutely not. We’ve fucked, but usually out 
of boredom, nothing more.” 


“Are you still fucking him?” Oggie’s eyes narrowed to 
mere slits. 


“Not for a while.” Drake didn’t explain further. “And it 
honestly was all about fucking.” 


“And are you bored now?” 


“Excuse me?” Drake finished his drink and set his glass 
aside. “What’re you talking about?” 


“If you’re planning to just pass the time with me, don’t 
bother.” Oggie stood and stalked towards the front of the 
plane. 


Drake shook his head. “Damn, you run hot and cold.” 


Chapter Three 


Drake pulled the rental car in front of the Rainbow Youth 
building. “This is the shelter.” He pointed to the small stone 
church across the street. “And Joseph ministers over there 
on Wednesdays and Sundays.” 


It was Oggie’s first look at the shelter. Although obviously 
old, it appeared clean and inviting. “Is it just this one 
building?” 

Drake nodded. “Yeah, it goes back a good amount, but 
there’re only rooms for ten residents, excluding Joseph’s 
quarters.” 


In a city the size of DC, Oggie could understand why the 
Shelter was looking to house teens in Cattle Valley. “Is 
Joseph the only adult?” 


“He has a long list of PFLAG volunteers who come in to 
cook and help clean, but, yeah, for the most part, it’s just 
Joseph since his partner, Phillip, died.” Drake opened his 
door and climbed out. 


Oggie took a fortifying breath before getting out of the 
car. The rest of the plane ride had been uncomfortable. His 
fit of jealousy over Stony was ridiculous and they both knew 
it, but instead of apologising, he’d sat there like a fucking 
bump on a log. 


Truth was, the kisses he’d shared with Drake had been 
fantastic. So good, in fact, that the thought of Drake sharing 
his talented tongue with someone else honestly bothered 
him. It was a recipe for disaster, and Oggie knew it. Drake 
seemed to enjoy no-strings-attached sex, and, although 
none of Oggie’s boyfriends had bothered to stick around for 
long, it hadn’t been because he didn’t want them to. When 


he’d been on the force, his boyfriends couldn’t handle the 
odd hours or interrupted time together, and since the 
shooting, there hadn’t been anyone, but that didn’t mean 
Oggie didn’t want a regular boyfriend. 


“You okay?” Drake asked. 


Oggie blinked, realising he was standing beside the car 
with the door still open. “Yeah, sorry.” He glanced at Drake. 
It was his chance to set things right. “Sorry for the thing 
back on the plane, too.” 


Drake waited for Oggie to shut the door. “Are you sorry 
we kissed?” 


Oggie shook his head. “Just sorry | was an ass 
afterwards.” 


Drake hit the key fob and locked the car. After waiting for 
Oggie to join him in front of the building, Drake wrapped an 
arm around Oggie’s waist and kissed him, slow and deep. 
“Good, because | like kissing you.” 


With his arm still around Oggie, Drake pushed the 
intercom mounted beside the door. “Drake Smith and Robert 
Ogden to see Joseph,” he announced. 


“Just a sec,” a young voice replied. 


Several moments later, a buzzer sounded and the door 
unlocked. Oggie followed Drake inside. The room they 
entered was small, with pale yellow walls and a few metal 
chairs. Drake went immediately to the next steel door and 
waited for another buzzer to sound. 


“Wow, they’re serious about security,” Oggie remarked. 


Drake nodded towards the front window. “Bulletproof. 
Nate Gills donated quite a bit of money for upgrades, but 
Joseph said his number one priority was the safety of the 
kids living here, so that’s where the majority of the money 
was spent.” 


“Are bulletproof windows really necessary?” Oggie asked 
as Drake opened the second door. 


“You'd be surprised what some of the dealers and pimps 
will do to get these kids back,” a handsome man answered. 


Oggie recognised Joseph’s voice from the phone 
conversations they’d had. He held out his hand. “It’s nice to 
finally meet you.” 


Joseph smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You as 
well.” He turned his attention to Drake. “I’m glad you were 
able to come so quickly. I’m really worried about Cullen.” 


Joseph glanced around, clearly uneasy about something. 
“Let’s go into my office.” He led them down a short hallway 
and into a small, eight-foot by ten-foot windowless room. 


Oggie took a seat next to Drake in front of Joseph’s desk. 
The room was incredibly plain as if Joseph hadn’t spent a 
penny of the donated money on anything in the room. Even 
the computer looked years out of date. The more he looked 
around the place, the more confident Oggie became in 
Joseph's ability to put the needs of the teenagers first, 
unlike a lot of charities he’d come across over the years. 


Joseph rested his elbows on the desk and rubbed his 
forehead as he spoke, “I’m afraid | drove Cullen away.” 


“Impossible,” Drake argued. “Everyone here loves you.” 


Joseph glanced up, wearing a troubled expression. “Yes, 
well, that’s part of the problem. | was working closely with 
Cullen because the transition from the street to the shelter 
seemed hard on him.” He stopped speaking and shifted in 
his chair. “Cullen kissed me, or at least he tried to. | pushed 
him away and he ran out.” 


“And that’s the last time you saw him until last night?” 
Drake asked. 


Joseph nodded. “I wasn’t totally honest with Asa. Cullen 
didn’t disappear, he left. | knew | had to make the situation 


sound dire or he wouldn’t have sent you, and from the 
bruises | saw on him, he needs help, fast.” 


“Was he hustling before he came here?” Drake asked. 


“Yeah. | first approached him about three and a half, four 
years ago, but | couldn’t convince him to come in.” A slight 
smile crossed Joseph's lips. “I think the only reason he 
finally came in was to shut me up.” 


“I asked you to come because | doubt l'Il ever get Cullen 
back into the shelter, but | think he’ll go with you to Cattle 
Valley if it’s offered.” Joseph’s deep voice had grown thick 
with emotion. It was obvious he felt responsible for the 
situation. 


Oggie didn’t even need to meet the kid. “I'll take him.” 
“Thank you.” 


“No need. I’ve seen my share of kids on the street.” 
Oggie glanced at Drake, wondering if he’d spoken out of 
turn. He realised he wasn’t the only one who had a Say. “I 
mean, if you agree?” 


Drake shrugged. “My job is to find him. It’s up to you 
whether or not you wanna open your ranch to him.” He gave 
Oggie a reassuring smile before returning his attention to 
Joseph. “What exactly did Cullen say last night?” 


Joseph raked his fingers through his short, thick hair. “l 
noticed the bruises and split lip first. He told me | needed to 
leave, but | could tell it was killing him to tell me that. He 
seemed scared, like he was afraid someone would see us 
talking. When | asked him to come home with me, he said 
he couldn’t, that it would be better if | forgot about him.” 


“Then what happened?” Drake asked when it didn’t seem 
like Joseph would continue. 


“He ran.” Joseph’s hands dropped to the desk. “I tried to 
follow him, but he’s a lot younger.” 


Oggie wasn’t sure of Joseph’s age, but he guessed the 
man was in his mid-forties, despite the silver threaded 
through his black hair. “We'll find him.” 
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Drake yawned and took a sip of his coffee. They’d been 
sitting across the street from Cullen’s last known location for 
almost two hours and the long day was starting to catch up 
to him. 


“This isn’t working,” Oggie said, shoving another Twinkie 
into his mouth. “We should get out and talk to that girl over 
there, show her his picture.” 


Drake glanced at the photo Joseph had given him. It was 
an entire group of teenage boys with Joseph in the centre. 
Everyone was cheesing it up for the camera, except Cullen. 
The seventeen-year-old’s head was turned towards Joseph, a 
sad expression on his too-thin face. 


“We can’t. Street kids take care of each other. We start 
asking around, and someone’ll get to him, warn him away.” 
Drake dumped the dredges of his coffee onto the street 
before stuffing the cup in the plastic bag at Oggie’s feet. 
Already leaning over the console, he took the opportunity to 
kiss Oggie’s neck. “We could make out while we wait.” 


Oggie turned his head and captured Drake’s lips, opening 
for Drake’s wandering tongue. The kiss only lasted a minute 
or so, but it was long enough to get Drake hard and 
wanting. 


“Wanna climb into the backseat?” Drake whispered, 
straightening Oggie’s Stetson. 


“| want the kid off the street and you in a bed.” 


With his lust driving him, Drake grabbed the picture and 
got out of the car. “Hold tight,” he told Oggie. 


“Be careful,” Oggie replied as Drake shut the door. 


Drake checked traffic before jogging across the street. 
The young girl, who was leaning against a mailbox, stood up 
Straight and hiked her skirt up, so little was left to the 
imagination. 


“You and your friend looking for a date?” she asked, 
pointing to their car. 


“Sorry, sweetheart, | don’t swing that way.” Drake smiled, 
trying to put the girl at ease. “But, hopefully, you can help 
me out. Father Joseph Allenbrand’s worried about a friend of 
his.” He held out Cullen’s picture. “Do you know him?” 


“Yeah, Little Man.” She narrowed her eyes. “What’s the 
Padre want with him?” 


“To get him off the street.” 


The girl snorted. “No way Willy B’s gonna let you take 
him, although, from what | hear, Little Man’s been slippin’ 
lately.” She smacked her gum. “Willy worked him over pretty 
good a week ago, put him through a few days of retraining.” 


“Retraining?” Drake’s stomach clenched. He had a good 
idea of what that meant, but he needed to know everything 
he could about Cullen’s life on the street. It would help 
Oggie once they got the kid to the ranch. 


The girl shrugged. “It’s something Willy does when we 
don’t bring in enough money. Usually a good beating and 
several days of nonstop sex, sometimes he brings other 
men in to teach us new stuff.” 


“Help me find him. | swear no one will ever know.” Drake 
hadn’t planned to tell the girl anything about where they 
were taking Cullen, but he needed to paint her a picture. 
“We've got a ranch out in the country. He’ll be able to ride 
horses, help take care of them.” He looked around. “Hell of a 
lot better place than here.” 


The girl crossed her arms, tears filling her eyes. “If | help 
you get him away from Willy B, you take me, too?” 


Drake couldn’t answer that question. He gestured to the 
car. “Let’s go over and talk to Oggie, he’s the owner of the 
ranch.” 


The girl bit her bottom lip. 
“What’s your name?” Drake asked. 
“Honey,” she answered. 


“What’s your real name?” Drake motioned for Oggie to 
get out and join them. 


“You got a cigarette?” she asked. 

“No.” 

“Mandy,” she eventually mumbled. 
“Oggie, this is Mandy, a friend of Cullen’s.” 


“We're not friends. We're not allowed to have them.” 
Mandy’s gaze went to Oggie’s stump. 


“Shotgun,” Oggie said in explanation. 


“Mandy said she’d help us find Cullen if we take her with 
us.” Drake wasn’t sure if Oggie planned to house females at 
the ranch. 


Oggie held out his hand. “Depends. You mind living with 
guys?” 


Mandy snorted again. “Are you kidding me? There’s 
nothing they could do to me that my father and Willy B 
hasn’t done to me a hundred times over.” 


Sadly, Mandy’s story was one shared by a lot of kids on 
the street. Drake knew if Oggie wouldn’t take her, he’d find 
somewhere Safe for the girl to live. 


After a moment, Oggie nodded. “Tell us where to find 
Cullen then go get your stuff.” 


“There’s nothing | need bad enough to take the chance of 
running into Willy.” Mandy looked up at Oggie. “That guy 
said you had horses. Is that true?” 


“Horses and cows.” 
“Dogs? I’ve always wanted a dog.” 


Oggie chuckled. “We have a couple of barn cats, but no 
dogs yet. You get yourself settled in and we'll see about 
getting one.” 


“The Blue Neon, room seven,” Mandy told Drake. “If he’s 
with a trick, there’ll be a Chinese restaurant magnet on the 
door.” 


x k OK OX 


After dropping Mandy off at the shelter, Drake pulled into 
the parking lot of a small strip-style motel. “‘B ue N on 


otel’,” Oggie said, reading the sign, despite the burned out 
letters. “Classy place.” 


“Yeah. | wouldn’t touch anything,” Drake warned, getting 
out of the car. 


It was easy enough to find Cullen’s room. Oggie pointed 
to the magnet. “He has company,” he mouthed. 


Drake shrugged and knocked on the door. After a 
moment, he knocked again. He moved to the window and 
cupped his hands around his eyes, putting his forehead 
against the glass as he tried to see between the aging 
drapes. “Oh fuck!” 


Without another word he kicked the door twice before 
putting his shoulder to it. The door gave with a splintering 
sound, nearly dumping Drake onto the floor. He forced down 
the bile that rose in his throat as he righted himself. 


“Jesus, what happened here?” Oggie stood over the 
unconscious kid. 


His wrists and ankles bound to the bed, Cullen looked 
nothing like the picture Joseph had shown him. Although the 


light brown curls were the same, they were matted with 
blood. Drake pressed his fingers against Cullen’s throat and 
held his breath as he searched for a pulse. “Faint, but it’s 
there. Call for an ambulance.” 


While Oggie spoke to the 9-1-1 operator, Drake pulled a 
knife out of the sheath in his boot and cut the restraints. He 
sat on the stained mattress and called Joseph. 


“Did you find him?” Joseph answered on the first ring. 


“Yeah, but it’s not good. We’ve got an ambulance on the 
way, but | figured you’d want to know. How’s Mandy?” 


“Sound asleep. | found her some clothes out of the 
donation box. She barely stayed awake long enough to take 
a shower and eat something.” Joseph paused. “Tell me 
about Cullen.” 


The ambulance sirens cut through the night as they 
pulled into the motel parking lot. “He’s unconscious. He was 
tied up when we got here and has obviously sustained a 
very serious beating. l'Il know more once the paramedics 
get up here.” He heard a commotion outside the splintered 
door. “As a matter-of-fact, they’re here right now. l'Il call as 
soon as | know where they're taking him.” 


“Thank you for finding him,” Joseph said, his voice full of 
emotion. 


Drake stepped away from the bed to give the paramedics 
room to work. “Don’t thank me. lIl call you when | know 
something.” He hung up and moved to stand beside Oggie. 


“I| was a cop for years, but | don’t think I’ve ever seen 
anything like this,” Oggie whispered. 


“Neither’ve I,” Drake agreed. Not only were there swollen 
contusions covering Cullen’s body, but there had to be at 
least twenty random slits in his skin, the most disturbing of 
which was the W slashed into the teen’s forehead. 


Drake didn’t know where Willy B was, but the fucker 
better hope the cops found him before he did. 


* k OK OX 


Walking into Cullen’s hospital room, Oggie put a hand on 
Joseph’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go home and shower?” 


Joseph, who had been at Cullen’s bedside for almost 
twenty-four hours straight, shook his head. “He’s waking 
more frequently, and I’m not done apologising.” 


Oggie squeezed Joseph’s shoulder. “You’ve absolutely 
nothing to apologise for. You gave him a home when he 
came to you, and you sent for us when you realised you 
couldn’t save him. Willy’s the one who will pay for what’s 
been done. | have a feeling Drake will make sure of it.” 


Drake had spent hours walking the streets, trying to get 
information on Willy’s whereabouts. It was like he’d taken 
Cullen’s beating as a personal attack, and no matter how 
many times Oggie had tried to talk to him, Drake refused to 
let him in. It was a shame, really, because things between 
them had started so well. 


Joseph leaned his forearms on Cullen’s bed and began to 
pray. It was something Oggie had watched Joseph do quite 
often since he’d arrived at the hospital. Oggie dropped his 
hand and moved around to the other side of the bed. He 
had a few things to talk to Cullen about once he was awake 
for more than a few minutes at a time, starting with why 
he’d lied to Joseph about his age. 


Oggie’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and 
read Drake’s name on the display. “Excuse me.” 


Oggie ducked into the bathroom. “Hey.” 
“Any change?” Drake asked. 


“Not really. He wakes for about five or ten minutes every 
few hours, but hasn’t said much.” Oggie leaned his hip 
against the sink. “What about you?” 


“The police don’t want me anywhere near the 
investigation. Hell, | don’t even know what the asshole looks 
like or what his real name is. So, what else can I do but drive 
around and ask questions?” 


If Drake got involved without the police department’s 
consent, he could be in a heck of a lot of trouble if 
something went down between the two of them. Oggie 
needed to get Drake away from the streets until he could 
get his head on straight. “Why don’t you come by the 
hospital and pick me up? Maybe we could grab a bite 
somewhere?” 


“Bored, are ya?” Drake asked. 


“Joseph’s praying and it makes me uncomfortable,” 
Oggie answered honestly. 


“There a story there?” 


“Not really. Religion’s never played a part in my life, so | 
guess it makes me uncomfortable. That’s all. Plus, I’d really 
like to spend some time with you.” 


“It’s getting kind of late, but let me call around and see if 
| can get a reservation.” 


“Actually, | was hoping to stop and pick up some 
Sandwiches or something and go to the Lincoln Memorial. 
I’ve never seen it in person.” 


“This your first trip to DC?” 


“Yep. | thought it’d be a quick trip in and out, so | hadn’t 
planned on sightseeing, but since it looks like we’ll be here 
another couple of days, | figured | might as well.” Oggie 
caught himself smiling at the prospect of touring the city 
with Drake. 


“I'll be there in twenty minutes.” 


After Drake hung up, Oggie shoved his phone back into 
his pocket and left the bathroom. Joseph, who had obviously 
been resting his head on Cullen’s pillow, jerked up when 


Oggie entered the room. “That was Drake. He’s going to 
come by. Are you sure you don’t want to take a break?” 


“I’m sure,” Joseph mumbled. 


Oggie sat in the only comfortable chair in the room and 
crossed one leg, resting his ankle on his knee. “How long 
ago did you say you met Cullen?” 


Joseph rubbed the darkening five o’clock shadow on his 
jaw. “It was around Christmas...two thousand eight, maybe? 
Phillip and | were shopping for little things for the boys at 
the shelter—nothing fancy, just something to let them know 
we thought of them as family.” He paused for a moment, 
seemingly lost in thought, before shaking his head. 
“Anyway, Cullen, or Little Man as everyone knew him, tried 
to interest Phillip and | in a three-way.” Joseph laughed. “The 
poor kid almost fainted when | told him | was Father Joseph 
Allenbrand of New Hope Christian Church. But after that, 
Cullen would smile or wink at us every time he saw us out. 
We tried quite often to talk him into moving to the shelter, 
but he always told us he liked us better as friends than 
father figures.” 


When Joseph stopped speaking to look back down at 
Cullen, Oggie was even more curious. “So why'd he finally 
agree to move to the shelter?” 


Joseph's forehead wrinkled. “The first time he saw me out 
without Phillip, he asked me where my sidekick was. When | 
told him Phillip had died, Cullen seemed to really be 
affected by the announcement. He actually sought me out 
after that, checking in with me to make sure | was doing 
Okay.” 


Joseph looked away from Cullen and met Oggie’s gaze. “I 
wasn’t, not for a long time, and Cullen seemed to sense it. 
Finally, he told me he was moving into the shelter because | 
was so busy taking care of everyone else that | wasn’t 
looking after myself. | was thrilled because | knew how 
important it was to Phillip that we get him off the street, and 


Cullen was a godsend while he was here. He always kept an 
eye on the others, making sure they stayed away from the 
seedier parts of the neighbourhood.” 


Joseph cursed under his breath. “I shouldn’t have pushed 
him away like | did. I’m not saying | should’ve let him kiss 
me, but | could’ve handled it a lot better than | did.” 


“| loved you,” Cullen said in a soft, weak voice. “Still do. 
Nothing you could’ve said would’ve made it hurt any less.” 


Joseph broke down, tears falling for the first time since 
he’d arrived at the hospital. “I’m so sorry that | hurt you.” 


Cullen opened his eyes, but quickly looked away from 
Joseph to stare at Oggie. “Who’re you?” 


Oggie had introduced himself hours earlier, but Cullen 
had been on some heavy-duty pain medication at the time. 
“Robert Ogden. My friends call me Oggie.” 


“Okay, Robert. Tell me what you’re doing here?” 


The slight didn’t offend Oggie in the least. Cullen’s hard 
exterior had no doubt saved his life many times over. “Il own 
a ranch in Wyoming...” Oggie went on to tell Cullen 
everything he’d need to know to make a decision. 


When Oggie had finished, Cullen’s gaze slid to Joseph. 
With his head bowed, Joseph either didn’t realise Cullen was 
watching him or couldn’t meet the young man’s stare. 
“When can we leave?” 


* k OK OX 


Drake was on his way into the hospital when the elevator 
doors opened and Oggie stepped off. “Hey, | was just on my 
way up.” 


Oggie shook his head. “Cullen asked for some time 
alone.” 


“So where’s Joseph?” Drake headed to the parking lot 
with Oggie at his side. 


“Waiting room. He still refuses to leave.” Oggie reached 
for Drake’s hand. 


Drake glanced down at their entwined fingers, surprised 
at the gesture. He couldn’t remember ever holding hands 
with another man. 


“Is this okay?” 


Drake reached the car and stopped on the passenger 
side. He lifted their joined hands and kissed Oggie’s fingers 
one by one. “It’s different, but I’m learning to appreciate 
different.” 


Oggie pulled his hand away and chuckled. “Don’t go 
gettin’ all romantic. We’ve got a cement President to ogle.” 


“Right.” Drake walked away and climbed behind the 
wheel of the car. 


“What, you’re not even going to open my door for me?” 
Oggie complained, getting in the passenger seat. 


Drake leaned over and whispered against Oggie’s lips. “l 
thought you didn’t want romance.” 


Oggie closed the distance and kissed Drake, sweeping his 
tongue deep. Pulling back he stared at Drake. “Dead 
Presidents are overrated. Let’s go back to the hotel.” 


“It’s a big step from sightseeing to fucking. You sure 
we’re ready for that?” If Drake was honest, he wasn’t sure 
that he was ready for it. The physical attraction was 
definitely there, but Oggie wasn’t the kind of guy he usually 
played with. Hell, Oggie seemed more like a...nester, and 
Drake knew he’d never trust someone enough to settle 
down. 


“I’ve been ready since that damn foreplay on the plane. 
You're the one who seems to get off by teasing me and then 
shutting me down.” 


Hot and cold. Drake closed his eyes and rested his head 
against the back of the seat, mentally checking off all the 
reasons it was a bad idea to go back to the hotel. He 
wouldn’t call himself a bastard, but most of his past lovers 
had. It wasn’t that he hadn’t taken care of them in bed—he 
simply had no desire to live in domestic bliss afterwards. 


“I’m not trying to tease you,” Drake eventually said. 
“When | fuck a guy, it’s usually just that—a fuck.” 


“Who said you were fucking me? Maybe l'Il be the one 
fucking you?” 


Drake growled his frustration. “Who does who isn’t the 
problem.” 


“So what is?” 


Drake opened his eyes and turned to look at Oggie. “You. 
There’s something different about you. Hell, I’ve already 
shared things with you that no one else knows.” 


Oggie leaned an elbow on the console, putting him closer 
to Drake. “I didn’t ask to see that album. The fact that you 
felt you could trust me enough to share it says a lot.” 


“Exactly,” Drake agreed. “I have a specific routine that | 
follow. | soend my free time alone. | like being alone.” 


“Do you really?” Oggie brushed Drake’s chin with his 
fingers. “Or is it just safer to be alone?” 


The words hit home, angering Drake. “Don’t try to 
analyse me.” 


“I’m not.” Oggie shrugged his shoulders and moved 
sideways to lean against the passenger door. “I’ve met quite 
a few good-looking men since | moved to Cattle Valley, but 
you're the first one I’ve been attracted to.” 


“Sure. Now. But that’s just because | showed you those 
pictures of my mom. You know the sight of your stump 
doesn’t affect me in a negative way.” 


Oggie chuckled. “You’re such an ass. | was attracted to 
you that first day you stepped foot on my ranch. I’ve already 
told you that, you sonofabitch.” 


“So that’s the reason you threw me off your place? 
Twice,” Drake added. 


Oggie rubbed the four inches of forearm that remained 
on his right arm. “I haven’t been with anyone since | was 
shot. My boyfriend at the time visited me for a few days in 
the hospital but then he stopped coming or taking my calls.” 


Oggie took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “We'd 
barely met before you treated me like an invalid by taking 
over.” 


Drake knew why he’d taken over that day. He’d spotted 
Oggie’s stump and had reverted to life growing up with his 
mom. “I wasn’t treating you like an invalid. | was protecting 
you,” he mumbled, jamming the key in the ignition. “Forget 
it.” 

“No.” Oggie reached out and laid his hand on Drake’s 
arm before he could put the car into gear. “I don’t wanna 
forget it. | want to go by a sub shop, pick up a couple of 
Sandwiches, and take them back to the hotel. | want to eat, 
watch TV and hopefully lure you into bed.” 


Drake glanced at Oggie. God, the man confused the hell 
out of him. “We'll need to find a drugstore.” 


“Condoms?” 
“Antacids. | think you’re trying to give me an ulcer.” 


Chapter Four 


By the time Oggie and Drake made it to their hotel, his 
greasy Italian sub was starting to leak through the paper 
sack. He set his sandwich and Drake’s bowl of minestrone 
soup on the small table. “That sub smells good. You're 
gonna be sorry you didn’t get one.” 


Drake took off his black leather jacket and hung it in the 
closet. “What do you want from the pop machine?” 


“Coke.” 


With a nod, Drake picked up the key card and left the 
room. Alone, Oggie took off his shoes and tossed them to 
the corner between the bed and the wall. He didn’t know 
how far things would progress between them, but 
undressing wasn’t as sexy when you had to fumble around 
with one hand to take your clothes off. 


Several minutes later, Oggie heard the lock disengage. 
He pushed his jeans to the floor and kicked them away just 
as the door opened. 


With four bottles of Coke in his hands, Drake came into 
the room and stopped, staring at Oggie. “Pretty damn sure 
of yourself.” 


Oggie shrugged in an attempt to hide his insecurities. 
“Just didn’t want to drip grease all over my clothes. Since | 
assume we're in for the night, | figured I’d get comfortable.” 


With a slight grin on his face, Drake set the bottles down. 
He started on his shirt, slipping the buttons through their 
holes one by one. 


Feeling uneasy at the way Drake was watching him, 
Oggie stood and walked over to take a seat at the table. He 


pulled his sub out of the sack and used the white paper as a 
plate. “You’d better hurry. | doubt that soup’ll stay hot for 
long.” 


Dressed only in a pair of tight white boxer briefs, Drake 
dug into his overnight bag and retrieved a bottle of whisky. 
He unwrapped one of the glasses beside the ice bucket and 
poured a shot before carrying it to the table. “Want some?” 


“Sure.” Oggie hoped the alcohol would loosen him up. 
Fuck, he hadn’t felt so nervous since his first time. 


Drake grabbed another glass and set it in front of Oggie. 
“Tell me when.” 


Oggie’s attention went straight to Drake’s cock pressed 
against the thin material of his underwear. “Whenever,” he 
said without taking his eyes off the package. 


In a move that surprised Oggie, Drake set the bottle 
down with one hand and pulled the front of his briefs down 
with the other. The thick cock sprang free and bounced 
against Drake’s lower abdomen. 


Without a word, Oggie leant over and ran his tongue up 
Drake’s length. Bold wasn’t a word he’d have ever used to 
describe himself, but he refused to let the moment pass 
without taking what he wanted. Reaching the crown of 
Drake’s erection, Oggie captured the head between his lips. 


Drake groaned and pushed the table back. He stepped 
closer to Oggie and buried his fingers in Oggie’s hair. “Feels 
good.” 


Oggie took Drake’s cock as far down his throat as he 
could before pulling back and concentrating on the head. He 
swirled his tongue around the crown before dipping the tip 
into the slit. Shit, it had been a while since he’d given a 
blowjob, but evidently it was like riding a bike—a hell of a lot 
more fun than riding a bike, but that was beside the point. 


“Suck my balls.” Drake grabbed the base of his cock and 
held it up, giving Oggie room to take the lightly furred orbs 


into his mouth. 


Drake’s testicles were too large to capture both in his 
mouth, so Oggie took them inside one at a time. He gave 
each one special treatment, laving, kissing and sucking until 
Drake took a step back. 


“Goddamn, you're good.” Drake led Oggie to the bed. He 
removed his underwear and fell back on the king-sized 
mattress. “Now you.” 


Oggie turned to the side and started to push his 
underwear down. He needed to use his stump, but didn’t 
want to ruin the moment. 


“Face me. Let me look at you the way you looked at me.” 
Oggie was incredibly uncomfortable at the request. 


“It honestly doesn’t bother me, so you don’t have to hide 
yourself from me.” 


Oggie bit the inside of his cheek as he turned to face 
Drake. Hopefully, his cock would dazzle Drake to the point of 
being blind about everything else. He pushed his underwear 
down and kicked free of them. 


“Mmm, yeah, that’s better.” Drake held out his arms. 
“Come here.” 


Oggie eased his way onto the bed and stretched out on 
Drake’s right side. He slid his stump under Drake’s head to 
rest under the pillow. His left hand began to pet and stroke 
Drake’s hairy chest and groin. 


Drake didn’t make a move to touch Oggie back. He 
simply continued to stare at his bedmate until he finally 
growled, deep in his chest and flipped over to straddle 
Oggie’s torso. “How many times do | have to tell you that 
you don’t have to hide from me?” 


Drake reached for Oggie’s arm, still half-hidden under the 
pillow and pulled it up. Holding onto Oggie’s arm at the 
elbow, he leaned in and kissed the thin skin that covered 


the stump. He spoke in between kisses. “This. Is. Part. Of. 
You.” He moved to kiss Oggie’s lips. “I’m not grossed out in 
the least—just the opposite, in fact.” 


Oggie tried to pull away from Drake’s grasp. “You one of 
those perverts who get off on amputees?” 


Drake held on. “No.” He brushed his cheek against the 
stump. “I know | had an unusual childhood, but this feels 
and looks normal to me. | guess in a fucked-up way | find it 
comforting.” He sighed. “Hell, maybe | am warped.” 


Oggie wrapped his left arm around Drake’s waist. Warped 
or not, Drake had managed to confront the one thing about 
Oggie that made him uneasy and turn it into something 
positive. “Since the shooting, I’ve killed myself trying to do 
everything | used to do. Just ask Smokey, he'll tell you. The 
problem is that I’m not the same man | used to be. There 
are things | simply can’t do anymore.” 


“Like jack off with your right hand?” Drake grinned, trying 
to lighten Oggie’s mood. 


Oggie chuckled. “Yeah, like that.” He held up his stump 
and looked at it. “You know | sometimes forget that it’s not 
there, but when I’m with you, it’s never far from my mind.” 


“Why? Haven’t you been listening?” 


“Yes, I’ve been listening, but you’re so damn perfect. 
Perfect body, perfect job, perfect hair.” He reached between 
them and encircled Drake’s erection. “Perfect cock.” 


Drake thrust against Oggie’s hand. “You really don’t know 
me very well.” 


“What, are you a serial killer in your spare time?” Oggie 
asked. 


“No. I’m alone in my spare time. | don’t let people close 
enough to become friends because | don’t trust anyone.” 


“You seem to be letting me in.” Oggie continued to slowly 
stroke Drake’s cock. 


“I know. That’s what | was trying to tell you earlier. You 
make me feel comfortable because | know you wouldn't call 
my mom names.” 


Oggie’s hand stilled. “Did people really do that?” 
Drake nodded. 
“You wanna talk about it?” 


Drake shook his head. He scooted down and began to 
kiss Oggie’s neck. “No more talking.” 


Oggie tilted his head to the side, soaking up every ounce 
of affection. For a tough-as-fuck security chief, Drake was 
proving to be an incredibly tender lover. 


Continuing down, Drake stopped to pinch and lick Oggie’s 
nipples. He drew his fingers through Oggie’s chest hair and 
moaned. “I like a man who looks and feels like a man,” he 
murmured. 


Oggie spread his legs, hoping Drake would get the hint. 
Bingo. Drake’s chin hit the head of Oggie’s cock, the slight 
brush of heavy whiskers sending a pleasurable zing 
throughout his body. “Ahh, fuck, do that again.” 


Chuckling, Drake rubbed the prickly area just under his 
lower lip across the sensitive skin, sending another jolt of 
pleasure through Oggie. Never in his life had he thought 
he’d be into the whole pleasure-pain thing, but, damn... 
Drake was making him re-evaluate. 


Oggie tapped Drake on the top of the head. “Tell me you 
have lube and condoms in that sack you picked up at the 
drugstore.” 


Drake swallowed Oggie’s cock, taking him all the way 
down to the root in one go and continued to work his throat 
muscles, milking him. Oggie reached down and tried to push 
Drake’s head away. “Coming,” he tried to warn. 


“Mmm hmm,” Drake hummed. 


Oggie closed his eyes and bucked, thrusting even deeper 
down Drake’s throat. He’d never been a quiet lover, but the 
string of filth that flew out of his mouth surprised even him. 
“Oh, shit, yeah...eat my cum, take every drop. Yeah, yeah— 
you wanna fuck my ass? Bury that big fat cock as deep in 
my ass as mine’s in your throat.” 


To Drake’s credit, he did indeed swallow every drop 
before releasing Oggie’s cock. He waited until he climbed off 
the bed in search of the drugstore bag before he began to 
chuckle. “You kiss your momma with that mouth?” 


Oggie reached for Drake the moment he slid back in bed. 
“I want to kiss you. Does that count?” 


Drake opened to Oggie, letting him share the flavour of 
his own cum. “I taste good,” Oggie said, satisfied. 


“Yeah, well don’t get too comfortable because your ass is 
mine.” Drake broke the seal on the lube and applied a 
generous amount to his fingers. He reached between 
Oggie’s spread thighs and began to circle the puckered skin 
of his asshole. “Been a while?” 


Oggie nodded. 


“More than a year?” Drake asked, sliding the tip of his 
finger inside. 

“"Bout nineteen months, just before the shooting,” Oggie 
confessed. 


Drake glanced away from Oggie’s hole to look him in the 
eyes. “Talk about pressure.” 


Oggie decided to mess with Drake a little. “No pressure. 
Just because you’re the first person to make my dick hard 
since my boyfriend walked out on me two days after some 
gang fuck fired a shotgun at me, no pressure at all.” 


"You're laying it on a bit thick, aren’t you?” Drake asked. 


Oggie gestured to Drake’s hand. “Keep going,” he 
reminded Drake. 


Drake huffed out a breath and poured more lube down 
the crack of Oggie’s ass. “No wonder your head’s all 
screwed up.” 


“Hey, pot, would you mind sticking that finger inside me 
sometime tonight?” 


“What're you trying to say?” Drake sank his finger as 
deep as it would go. 


Oggie realised he’d taken the teasing too far. “Nothing, 
man, | was just messin’ with ya.” 


Narrowing his eyes, Drake added another finger and 
began pumping them in and out of Oggie’s body. Oggie 
hissed at the burn, knowing he’d asked for it. Still, he 
couldn’t seem to let it go. “Two fingers. That should be more 
than enough to stretch me for your cock, right?” 


Drake made a sound, something between a growl and a 
laugh and reached for a condom. “Why’re you intentionally 
baiting me?” he asked, sheathing himself. 


“Because | want you to fuck me hard, and what better 
way to ensure that than to question your manhood?” 


Drake positioned his cock against Oggie’s hole. “You like 
it hard, do ya?” 
“I want to thank God that I’m still alive. Make me feel 


that,” Oggie said, the desire to be honest stronger than it 
had ever been. 


Drake nodded. 


Oggie wrapped his legs as high around Drake’s torso as 
possible and stared up into his eyes. The tenderness in 
Drake’s expression was in direct contrast to the way he 
pushed inside Oggie’s body. 


“Feel me,” Drake whispered. 


Oggie was grateful when he felt Drake’s balls slap against 
his ass. He hated to take back what he’d asked Drake to do, 
but he doubted he could’ve taken another inch. He 


swallowed the cry of pain as his body struggled to adjust, 
hoping the burn would ease into pleasure sooner rather than 
later. 


“Feel me,” Drake said again. 
“I think maybe my throat feels you.” 
Drake smiled. “That was the plan, right?” 


Oggie’s eyes drifted shut as the burn faded. “No, that 
was the dream.” He realised what he’d said and groaned. 
“Fuck, Drake, you turning me into some kind of damn 
woman or what?” 


Drake reached between them and wrapped his hand 
around Oggie’s cock as his thrusts increased in speed. 
“There’s not a damn thing womanly about you.” 


Feeling better about his slip of the tongue, Oggie relaxed 
and shrouded himself in the ecstasy of Drake’s cock. Holy 
Hell the man could fuck. No wonder Stony was pushing so 
hard to get Drake back in bed. Oggie felt himself growl at 
the thought of the playboy pilot getting anywhere near 
Drake again. 


“Am | hurting you?” Drake asked, his dark eyebrows 
drawing together. 


Admitting he was jealous wasn’t going to happen. “You 
wish,” Oggie quipped. 


With a grunt of determination, Drake pulled out and 
rolled Oggie onto his stomach. He entered him again in a 
powerful thrust. With each snap of his hips, Drake seemed 
determined to prove his prowess. 


Oggie leaned his shoulder against the mattress for 
balance and reached down to squeeze his cock. Despite his 
earlier blowjob, he was riding the edge again. “Yeah. So 
good,” he panted. His body convulsed as he came, shooting 
seed onto his stomach and hand. “So good. So good,” he 
said over and over again, sounding like a broken record. 


Drake buried himself deep and howled as he climaxed. 
“Take it! Take everything | have!” 


Drake landed on Oggie’s back before rolling to his side. 
He gathered Oggie against his chest and sighed. “I’m glad 
you're alive,” he whispered in Oggie’s ear. 


Oggie kissed Drake’s neck. “So am |.” 


xK k OK OX 


“I’m gonna go check on Cullen,” Oggie said, unbuckling 
his seatbelt. 


Drake reached out and grabbed Oggie’s hand before he 
could walk down the aisle of the plane. “He’s been through 
a lot. Don’t take it personally.” 


“I know. | keep telling myself that.” 


After Oggie disappeared into Asa’s flying bedroom, Drake 
glanced at Mandy. Staring out the window of the plane, she 
seemed so lost. She’d said very little since they’d boarded 
and he was starting to worry. 


Drake unbuckled and moved to sit across from her. “Have 
you flown before?” 


Mandy nodded. “Just once. When my mom flew me out to 
Arlington to live with my grandma.” 


“How old were you?” 


“Seven.” Mandy glanced at Drake. “Thanks for doing 
this.” 


“You don’t have to thank me. Everyone deserves a 
second chance in life. As a matter-of-fact, Oggie’s ranch is 
called Second Chance.” 


“Does he really have horses?” she asked, playing with the 
brittle ends of her bleached blonde hair. 


“Yep.” Drake shifted in his chair, trying to get more 
comfortable. “Can | ask a favour of you?” 


“Sure.” She seemed surprised by the request. 


“Oggie won't ask because he'll be afraid of offending you, 
but would you mind helping out with getting the dorm 
together and keeping it clean? | normally wouldn’t ask, but 
you and Cullen will be the first residents, and, well, | think 
Cullen needs to use the time to deal with what happened to 
him.” 

“I can do that. It’s been a while since | cooked, but | could 
help with that, too, if Mr Ogden needs it.” 


“I’m sure he’d be okay if you called him Oggie.” 


Mandy shook her head. “It’s not the way | was raised. 
Grandma always taught me respect starts with the name.” 


“Smart grandma.” Drake wondered what had happened 
to Mandy to put her on the streets. 


“She was.” Mandy smiled. “She died last year.” 
“l'm sorry.” 


“Me, too. She’d be happy for me. She bought me a 
subscription to a horse magazine for my tenth birthday. 
We'd spend hours going through it. We had this dream that 
we’d win the lottery, buy a big ranch in Montana or 
something and raise horses.” Mandy shrugged and turned 
back to the window. “It was a stupid dream, but it was 
ours.” 


Drake put his hand on her shoulder. “Not stupid at all. 
Dreams get us to where we're going.” 


x k OK OX 


Oggie opened the small bedroom door and stepped 
inside. “Do you need anything?” 


“I’m fine,” Cullen mumbled. 


“Your eyes are looking better today.” Oggie eased his way 
into the room. 


Cullen nodded but didn’t speak. 


Fuck. Oggie was out of his mind if he thought he could 
help these kids. Hell, he barely knew how to deal with other 
adults, how was he supposed to get through to kids? The 
thought brought up something he’d planned to talk to Cullen 
about in the hospital, but he’d known better than to discuss 
it around Joseph. 


Taking a seat on the foot of the bed, Oggie ran his hand 
over the soft cotton comforter. “Joseph told me he first met 
you almost four years ago.” 


“Yeah.” 
“You were hooking at thirteen?” 


“Yeah, that’s right,” Cullen said, his gaze sliding away 
from Oggie’s. 


It didn’t take a genius to know Cullen wasn’t telling the 
truth. “Do you mind if | ask how you ended up on the 
street?” 


“Just did.” Cullen closed his eyes. “If you don’t mind, I’d 
like to sleep now.” 


Oggie glanced at the small digital clock beside the bed. 
“We should be in Cattle Valley in about two and a half hours. 
There’s a button there on the table. Push it if you need 
something before we get there.” 


“Sure.” 
Oggie stood and walked to the door. 


“What happened to Willy?” It was the first time Cullen 
had asked about his pimp. 


“The police are still looking for him. Don’t worry, they'll 
find him. | have a feeling Joseph will be bugging them until 


they do.” 
“What’ll happen to him if they find him?” 


“He’s wanted for assault and attempted murder. There'll 
be a trial. You’ll probably have to go back at some point and 
testify.” 


“Will Joseph be there?” 


“I’m sure he will. He cares about you—ya know that, 
right? You’re like a son to him.” 


“Yeah, | know how he feels about me,” Cullen whispered 
before rolling to his side, away from Oggie. 


With a shake of his head, Oggie left the room. He walked 
passed Drake and Mandy and entered the small galley. His 
suspicions about Cullen’s true feelings for Joseph had been 
confirmed. Crap. Not only would Cullen need help mending a 
broken body and spirit, but he’d also need help to mend his 
broken heart. 


“Everything okay?” Drake asked, wrapping his arms 
around Oggie from behind. 


Oggie leant back against the solid wall of Drake’s chest. 
“I think Cullen’s lying about his age.” 


Drake kissed Oggie’s neck. “What makes you think that?” 


Without proof, Oggie hated to say too much. “I just don’t 
believe he was selling his ass when he was thirteen.” 


“What're you saying?” Drake turned Oggie around to face 
him. “If you don’t trust him it’s a mistake to take him home 
with you.” 


Oggie shook his head. “I’m not saying he’s a bad person, 
but | don’t think he’s telling the truth about his age.” 


“Why would he do that?” 


“Good question. Could have something to do with the fact 
that he’s in love with Joseph.” 


Drake leaned in and kissed Oggie. “I'll see if | can dig up 
information on him.” 


“No. | think trust doesn’t come easy to Cullen. If he finds 
out we’ve been digging in his past, it’ll only make matters 
worse.” 


“Yeah, well, I’m not about to let you put yourself in 
danger for some hustler.” 


“Let me?” Oggie stepped away from Drake and held up 
his right arm. “I know this throws people, but | was a damn 
good cop for years. | don’t need you or anyone else 
protecting me from a hooker who barely weighs a hundred 
and twenty fucking pounds.” 


Drake shoved his hands into his front pockets. “Forgive 
me for being concerned.” 


Oggie watched Drake stomp down the aisle to a seat 
towards the back of the plane. “Shit,” he said under his 
breath, afraid he’d screwed up the best thing to happen to 
him in years. 


Swallowing his pride, Oggie grabbed a bottle of juice out 
of the fridge before moving to stand in front of Drake. 
“Thank you for worrying.” 


Offering a silent invitation, Drake moved his legs so 
Oggie could slide in beside him. Not good enough, Oggie 
thought, straddling Drake’s lap. He glanced over his 
Shoulder to make sure Mandy wasn’t watching before he 
started to grind against Drake. Knowing he had to apologise, 
Oggie tried to find the words to express how he felt. 


“| need you to see me as an equal, not an invalid.” 


“Your goddamn hand has nothing to do with this, so stop 
using it as a crutch.” Drake stilled Oggie’s hips. 


“Really? So why’re you trying to protect me? Don’t you 
think | can take care of myself?” 


Drake pushed at Oggie until he had no choice but to 
stand or get dumped on the floor. “Don’t try to corner me. 
You'll lose.” 


“Who's trying...” Was Drake trying to find an excuse to 
push him away? “You’re just like all the others,” Oggie said 
before walking away. 


x k OK OX 


The private plane landed during Cattle Valley’s first 
snowfall of the season. It wasn’t a bad storm, thankfully. 
Drake couldn’t imagine spending another minute on the 
plane trapped with Oggie. Still, he helped Oggie get Cullen 
and Mandy to his pickup. He regretted the earlier scene, but 
knew it was probably for the best that they went their 
separate ways. “Call if you need anything,” he told the 
teenagers. 


“Thanks,” Mandy replied while Cullen continued to shut 
everyone out. 


Drake stared at Oggie over the hood of the truck. “Guess 
l'Il see ya around.” 


“Yeah, sure.” Oggie finished scraping the windshield 
before getting in. 


Standing at the edge of the runway, Drake watched 
Oggie drive away. Part of him wanted to run after him, cling 
to him and beg for forgiveness, but he stood his ground as 
the snow continued to fall. 


Drake wasn’t sure how long he stood there. Long enough 
for the pickup’s tire tracks to be covered, wiping away any 
trace that Oggie had been there. With a final nod, Drake 
shouldered his duffle and made his way to Montgomery 
Enterprises. It would feel good to get back to his own private 
space. 


He tapped in the code and pressed his cold palm against 
the scanner on the backside of the building. The locks 
disengaged and he stepped back into real life. There was a 
note taped to his door to see Shane when he got in. 


Staring at the door to his apartment, Drake had no desire 
to go inside. It was a first, and he knew Oggie was the 
reason. “Dammit!” 


Drake turned and strode towards Shane’s office without 
bothering to toss his bag inside. He’d bury himself in his job. 
It had always worked in the past. 


Chapter Five 


True to his word, Asa had outfitted the interior of the 
dormitory in its entirety. A sense of pride filled Oggie when 
he led Mandy and Cullen through the door. “This is it.” 


Mandy’s jaw dropped. “It? As in where we're gonna get to 
stay?” 


“Yep. There’re two bedrooms on this floor and another 
five upstairs. For now you'll get your own, but as we bring 
more people in, you’ll have to double up. It would probably 
be best if you both stayed downstairs for now. The house 
has zone heating, so we'll be able to turn down the 
thermostat upstairs. We’ll need to save money whenever we 
can so Asa continues to help fund us.” 


“Which room do you want me in?” Cullen looked like he 
was ready to drop even though he’d slept the majority of 
the flight. 


“Whichever—they’re identical in size, although they could 
be decorated differently.” Oggie shrugged. “All this stuff is 
as new to me as it is to you.” 


Mandy dropped down onto one of the expensive-looking 
leather sofas. “So I’m the first person to sit here?” 


“Probably.” Oggie indicated the state-of-the-art 
entertainment centre. “You’re on your own figuring that shit 
out.” 


Mandy shook her head. “Grandma still had rabbit ears 
when she died, so I’m no help there. But, if there’s a 
manual, I’m Sure | can figure it out.” 


Oggie turned his attention to Cullen. He and Drake had 
managed to salvage as many of Cullen’s possessions as 


they could find, which wasn’t much. Picking up the small 
Suitcase Drake had purchased, Oggie started towards the 
bedrooms. “Come on, Cullen, l'Il help you get settled.” 


Cullen didn’t argue, but he didn’t look happy either. He 
followed Oggie down the hall and entered the first bedroom. 
“This one’s closer to the bathroom,” Oggie explained. 


Cullen said nothing as he studied the room. “Okay.” He 
approached the window and stared out at the falling snow. 
“It’s pretty here.” 


The simple observation made Oggie smile. It was the first 
positive thing he’d heard out of Cullen’s mouth since they’d 
found him in the motel room. “Yeah. We’re lucky. We get 
four seasons of Mother Nature at her finest, although by 
February, you'll probably be cussing her out and begging for 
a warm day again.” 


Cullen shrugged and turned away from the window. “DC’s 
not exactly the Bahamas, and at least here I’ve got a roof 
over my head. So what’s it gonna cost me to stay?” 


Oggie had worked street patrol long enough to know that 
look. “Not what you’re thinking. Once you’re back on your 
feet, you'll have to help around the ranch—clean stalls, 
move cattle, whatever needs doing.” 


“That’s it? And for that you’re gonna just let me mooch 
off you?” 


Oggie shook his head. “No mooching. You pull your 
weight or we have a problem. Got it?” 


“Loud and clear.” 


Satisfied that Cullen could handle himself, Oggie turned 
towards the door. “I’ve got some work to catch up on, so if 
you need me, l'Il probably be in the barn. If not, my house is 
across the way. Dinner’s usually around five-thirty or so. 
Depends on what time of year.” 


Cullen nodded and sat on the edge of the bed, facing the 
window. “I won’t cause any trouble.” 


“I know.” Oggie said, before closing the door. 


* k OK OX 


Drake threw his duffle in his office before going to 
Shane’s. The younger man looked up from his computer 
when Drake entered. “You're back.” 


“In the flesh.” Drake leaned against the doorjamb and 
crossed his arms. “You got anything?” 


Shane’s face lit up. “You bet.” He turned his monitor 
around and pointed to the screen. “I’ve got the originating 
IP address, and | have a pretty good idea of why he 
uploaded it in the first place.” 


Drake moved to sit in the chair in front of Shane’s 
workstation. “Tell me.” 


“There are a series of codes embedded in the programme 
that allows whoever did this to track every keystroke of a 
user who downloads it. Basically giving them thousands of 
people’s personal information, including financial records.” 


“So why now? If that code’s in there, wouldn’t it make 
sense to wait until the damn thing’s released? Why pirate 
it?” 

Shane grinned, evidently pleased with himself. “Because, 
| believe that particular coding that was added is the glitch 
that we’ve been trying to solve, and | think whoever put it in 
there figured that out.” 


“So the IP, what did you learn from that?” 
“Where he uploaded it.” 
“Did you get a name?” 


Shane’s face screwed up and he shook his head. “Not 
exactly.” 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


“Whoever uploaded the programme did it from Grinders, 
that new coffee place downtown.” 


Drake checked the time. “They still open?” 


“Should be, although with all the snow | doubt they have 
many customers.” 


“Good work,” Drake said. “You still keeping it off the 
pirate sites?” 


“Not completely, but I’ve been doing what | can. Doesn’t 
really matter at this point. Unless someone’s smarter than | 
am, they won’t be able to make sense of the damn thing.” 


“Keep it up. I’m going to talk to Asa again about issuing a 
statement to the press. Bad business or not, we need to 
warn people before their bank accounts are drained and we 
become the fall guys.” 


x k OK OX 


Drake parked down the street from Grinders and walked 
to the coffee shop. He inhaled as he entered the quaint little 
store, taking in the blue and white gingham curtains and 
large display case stocked with baked goods. He imagined 
Kyle wasn’t too thrilled about the competition. 


“Can | help you?” a petite, middle-aged woman asked. 
“Coffee, black, please.” 
“For here or to go?” 


“Here.” Drake had no real plans to drink the coffee. It was 
too late in the day for him, but he doubted he’d be able to 
get the woman to talk without it. Luckily they were alone in 
the shop. “Quiet day.” 


“Hmmm, yes. Don’t tell anyone, but my favourite time of 
the day is the lull in the afternoon, especially today. I’ve 
spent the last hour watching the snow and grinning from ear 
to ear.” She handed Drake his coffee. “My name is Julie, by 
the way.” 


“I’m Drake,” he introduced himself, taking a seat in front 
of the window. Hell, if Julie liked to sit and stare at the snow, 
he couldn’t imagine a better place to pull her into a 
conversation. “Are you new to Cattle Valley?” 


Julie nodded. “Born and raised in Miami. | needed a 
change, so | sold my house, quit my job and moved up here 
about three months ago.” 


“Well, welcome to town.” Drake put on his friendly face, 
something most people in town had never witnessed. He 
looked around the shop and spotted a row of three desktop 
computers towards the back. “You have internet?” 


“Sure do. I’ve found it keeps people in here longer if they 
can surf or answer emails while they drink.” 


“Smart woman. So do you have to pay a fee to use 
them?” 


Julie shook her head. “No, | haven’t had a problem with 
people staying on them too long. It’s usually a quick check 
of emails or updating their Facebook page.” 


Drake needed to get Shane over to check out the history 
on all three machines. He had no doubt Shane could get 
around any passwords on the damn things. 


“Do you work here in town?” Julie asked. 


“Yes, over at Montgomery Enterprises.” Drake didn’t tell 
her what he did for them and hopefully she wouldn’t ask. 


“How nice. A lot of your fellow employees come here for 
lunch.” 


“You serve lunch?” Drake glanced at the display case 
again. 


“Just soup, salads and sandwiches. | make fresh tuna, 
ham and chicken salad each morning.” 


Drake perked up. “Soup? What kind?” 


“Today it’s chicken and dumpling or vegetarian 
vegetable. All homemade, of course.” 


Drake’s stomach growled. “Can | get a big bowl of each to 
go?” 
“Sure.” Julie seemed pleased at the order. 


If a single order made the woman that happy, Drake 
couldn’t imagine her jubilant attitude during a lunch-time 
rush. He found he liked it, like her. 


She came back carrying a large paper sack. “I think I’m 
going to shut down for the day, so | gave you extra.” 


Drake smiled. “Il appreciate that.” It would be a nice 
change from the canned soup he’d eaten most of his life. 
He’d attempted to make it from scratch once, but it hadn’t 
turned out. “You don’t, by chance, make potato soup, do 
you?” 

“With or without cheese and bacon?” she asked with a 
twinkle in her eyes. 


Drake’s eyes drifted shut. “Don’t tease.” 


“Thursdays are loaded potato and beef and barley soup 
day.” 


Shit. It was only Tuesday. Drake eyed the large sack Julie 
had set on the counter. Guess he’d have to survive on what 
he had until then. “Promise you'll save me some?” 


“I have a feeling you're going to quickly become my 
favourite customer.” 


Drake laid a twenty on the counter and winked. “Fitting, 
since you’re already my favourite soup lady.” 


“You haven’t even tried it yet,” Julie reminded him. 


Drake opened the sack and inhaled. “Don’t need to. 
Smells a helluva lot better than the Campbell’s Bean with 
Bacon that I was planning to have.” 


“Oh, honey, if you ever get that desperate again, call me, 
l'Il deliver.” Julie giggled and shook her head. “I don’t know 
what it is about you, but thanks.” 


“For what?” 


Julie pushed his money and his soup towards him. “I don’t 
know, for reminding me why | needed to leave Miami, | 
guess.” 


Drake hoped the woman wasn’t developing a crush on 
him. “You do know I’m gay, right?” 


“Don’t worry, | won’t propose or anything. Besides, you 
don’t have the right equipment.” Julie reached in the display 
case and withdrew a lemon square. She took the time to 
wrap it neatly in a sheet of pink waxed paper before placing 
it in a Separate sack and setting it beside the soup. “But I'll 
be your soup lady every day of the week except Sunday. 
That’s my day off.” 


Drake wrapped his knuckles on the glass case before 
picking up his two sacks. “It was truly a pleasure meeting 
you.” 


Julie came out from behind the counter and walked Drake 
to the door, taking the time to hold it open for him. “I'll see 
ya Thursday.” 


“Definitely.” Drake felt dazed as he headed for his car. 
Was it possible that he’d made a friend? No way could it be 
that easy. Acquaintance maybe. Okay, an acquaintance that 
made soup. Yeah, he felt better with that label. 
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Drake was finishing a big bowl of chicken and dumpling 
soup when a knock sounded at the door. Probably Asa again, 
he thought, getting to his feet. “Just a minute.” 


Sticking to his regular routine, Drake washed his bowl 
and spoon before he headed to the front door. He went 
through the process of unlocking everything before opening 
it to find Shane. “Hey, what’s going on?” 


Red-faced, Shane blew by Drake and entered the 
apartment. “I was wrong.” 


Shocked by the admission, Drake closed the door. “l 
didn’t think that was possible,” he said, trying to lighten 
Shane’s distress. 


“Rare, but possible.” Shane sat down and opened the 
laptop he’d had tucked under his arm. “Those lines of code 
are gathering keystrokes—| was right about that—but | think 
he’s after something other than financial records.” 


“Such as?” Drake crossed his arms and leaned against 
the wall in front of Shane. 


Shane ran his fingers through his unruly hair. “I’m almost 
embarrassed to tell you. Fuck, | can’t believe | didn’t see it 
before. | was so damn fixated on the programme itself, that 
| didn’t even notice the tag line used to upload it in the first 
place.” 


Drake held up his hands. “Stop. Take a breath, and tell 
me what the hell you’re talking about.” 


“The subject line was ‘DX12 Figure it Out’.” Shane spun 
the laptop around to prove it to Drake. 


“Okay, so what’s that supposed to mean?” 


“Whoever uploaded this wasn’t trying to steal from 
Montgomery. They were trying to figure out what’s wrong 
with the damn thing. More specifically, they were hoping 
one of those basement-dweller computer geniuses out there 
could fix the problems we’ve had with the software.” 


“Are you sure?” Drake asked. 


“Not a hundred per cent, but | overheard Mr Montgomery 
tell James Fitzroy that if his team couldn’t solve the 
problems with the programme, he’d bring in people who 
could. Montgomery Enterprises has a long line of brilliant 
men and women praying for a job here.” Shane shook his 
head. “It makes sense that someone, most likely Fitzroy, 
would go to these lengths to solve the problems.” 


“But how does it work? If the programme’s been 
downloaded over two thousand times, how in the hell could 
Fitzroy, or anyone else, be able to follow the keystrokes of 
that many people to even know if the problem’s been 
solved?” 


“He’s probably written a programme to catalogue the 
individual users. Once someone starts bragging about 
cleaning the bugs from the software, Fitzroy, or whoever, 
will find them in their catalogue and mimic the keystrokes 
used to fix the problem.” 


“But if these online guys are so smart, wouldn’t they 
know someone's recording their keystrokes?” Drake 
prodded, trying to understand. 


“Definitely, but they’d probably see it as more of a 
challenge, a way to show off their genius. Hell, most of 
these hackers don’t even have a college degree, so they 
love it when they can prove they’re smarter than some MIT 
nerd.” 


“So what’s this mean for us?” Taking the news to Asa 
wasn’t going to be pleasant, but it'd help if he could also 
bring along a plan for how to deal with it. 


Shane shut his computer. “I think there’re two ways to 
go. You could bring Fitzroy in, get to the bottom of it, and 
shut the whole thing down—or, we could use it.” 


“Use the corrected programme that we didn’t pay for? 
Wouldn’t that open us up to bad media, or worse, a 


lawsuit?” 


“It could be a media blitz if handled correctly. What if we 
watch, find out who solves it, and offer them a job to head 
up the team? | think it’s obvious that whoever’s behind 
uploading it in the first place needs to be fired.” 


Drake nodded and pulled out his phone. 
“Hello,” Asa answered. 


“It’s Drake. Shane thinks he’s figured out who’s behind 
the upload, and he has some ideas on how to deal with it.” 


“I’m just sitting down to dinner. Can the two of you hang 
on for an hour or so until | get there?” Asa asked. 


Drake covered the receiver. “You okay to stick around for 
a while?” 


Shane nodded. “Nothing but an empty apartment waiting 
for me.” 


Drake knew exactly how Shane felt. He returned his 
attention to Asa. “We’ll be here. Come by my place, so | can 
feed Shane while we wait.” 


“Will do.” Asa ended the call. 


Drake shoved the phone back into his pocket. “You like 
soup?” 


“Soup?” Shane stood and wiped his hands on his jeans. 
“Sure.” 


Drake headed into the kitchen. “I have some vegetarian 
vegetable from Grinders or your pick of good old 
Campbell’s.” He opened the cupboard and gestured to the 
stockpile. 


“Damn, and | thought | ate a lot of soup,” Shane 
remarked. 


In an uncharacteristic move, Drake felt the need to 
explain himself. “I started cooking dinner for me and my 


mom when | was eight, but she wouldn’t let me use the 
oven, so it was microwave cooking or eat it cold.” 


Drake didn’t go into further detail. He refused to tell 
Shane that money was so tight they couldn’t afford much 
else or how proud he’d been when he’d started working odd 
jobs so he could afford Campbell’s instead of the off-brand 
he’d spent the first thirteen years enduring. Nor would he 
discuss the fact that he could now afford to eat steak every 
night, but felt too guilty to eat anything but what his mom 
had been forced to eat. He was fucked up and he knew it. 


“lII take some of the bean and bacon, if you don’t mind?” 


“Not at all.” Drake withdrew one of the red and white 
cans. He felt Shane step up beside him, close enough that 
their arms and thighs touched. Drake glanced down at the 
much younger man while he spooned the soup into the 
same bowl he’d used earlier. 


Shane stared up into Drake’s eyes. No words were spoken 
between them and neither of them made a move to take 
things further. Eventually, Shane stepped to the side, 
breaking contact. “Sorry.” 


“Don’t be.” Drake placed the bowl into the microwave 
before turning it on. “If | didn’t already have someone on my 
mind, |I’d probably already have my mouth on you.” 


Shane’s cheeks turned a flattering shade of red. “I won't 
bother you again.” 


It said a lot about Drake’s unresolved feelings towards 
Oggie that he didn’t throw caution to the wind and take the 
sexy young man right there in the kitchen. “I’m no one 
you'd want anyway. You'll find a good one—trust me.” 


“| doubt it. I’m always attracted to alphas who turn out to 
be mean jerks.” Shane chuckled. “I blame the romance 
novels | used to steal from my mom.” 


“That’s funny. My mom was big on Reader’s Digest, which 
is why | can’t seem to make it through a full-length novel.” 


The microwave dinged and Drake grabbed a dishcloth. 
“Have a seat.” 


“You don’t have to wait on me,” Shane started to argue. 


“You're the first guest I’ve ever had for dinner. I’d feel 
better if | at least tried to be a good host.” 


xK k OK OX 


By Sunday, the snow was almost a foot deep. With the 
sun shining overhead, Oggie decided to show Mandy and 
Cullen how much fun a Wyoming winter could be. Wearing 
his warmest clothes, he paced back and forth in the living 
room. He hadn’t seen or heard from Drake since Tuesday 
and he was beginning to wonder if he ever would. 


“Well, hell.” He picked up the phone and called Drake’s 
cell. 


“Smith.” 


Oggie rolled his eyes. Drake had to know it was him 
unless he had one of the rare phones without caller ID. “It’s 
me.” 


There was a slight pause. “Yeah?” 


Drake’s aloof tone of voice served to piss Oggie off. “I’m 
taking Mandy and Cullen sledding and | thought I’d ask if 
you wanted to come, but by the way this is going, I’m 
guessing not.” 


Another pause. /eez, what is it with this guy? Oggie 
picked up his Stetson and settled it on his head. “Okay, well, 
the invitation is there, so if you’re ready to run to something 
instead of running away, you can come and show these kids 
that life doesn’t have to be so serious all the time.” 


Oggie hung up the phone without another word. He 
stared at the damn thing and took a moment to wish for 


more. If only he could move beyond fucking to something 
real. 


A knock at the door pulled him away from his thoughts. 
He shoved the phone in his pocket and opened the front 
door. Mandy was all smiles, dressed in the snowsuit Oggie 
had purchased. 


“You ready?” 


“Absolutely!” Mandy rubbed her hands together. She 
jerked her head towards Cullen. “Mr Sour Puss isn’t so sure, 
but I’m psyched.” 


Although he’d only known Mandy for a few days, he’d 
grown to care a great deal for her. She was always willing to 
pitch in and do her share of the work, and never complained 
about Oggie’s cooking. That right there put her in 
contention for sainthood. Oggie stepped out on the porch 
and shut the door. 


“The hood’s in the barn—let me pull the tractor around 
and we'll get her hooked up.” Oggie headed for the 
equipment shed but stopped when he realised Cullen was 
still standing on the porch. “He really doesn’t want to go, 
does he?” 


Mandy glanced over her shoulder at Cullen. “Don’t tell 
him | told you this, but I think he’s scared.” 


“Scared of what?” 
“Liking it here.” 


Oggie stopped and turned back to the porch. “Why don’t 
you get the hood ready? Just bust open a bale of straw and 
spread it out. It’ll help cushion the ride and keep you off the 
cold metal.” 


Mandy saluted. “Aye aye, Captain.” 


Oggie grinned. She really was a good girl. If she was the 
only one he’d ever save, he’d consider himself lucky. He 


reached the porch and climbed the steps. “Have you ever 
gone sledding?” 


Cullen shook his head. “I’ve fallen on my ass on the ice. 
Is that the same thing?” 


“Not quite.” Oggie rubbed his jaw. “To me, it feels more 
like flying.” 


Cullen snorted. 


“You don’t think so? Why don’t you give it a try and prove 
me wrong?” Oggie waited. “Look, life doesn’t have to be so 
damn serious all the time. You’re allowed to have fun.” He 
thought of what Mandy had told him. “You’re allowed to like 
it here. | know you’re over eighteen. | don’t know for sure 
why you’ve been lying about it, but I think | have a pretty 
good idea.” 


“You've got me all figured out, is that it?” 


“You wanted to be close to Joseph, but you knew he 
wouldn’t let you live at the shelter unless you were a minor.” 
Oggie met Cullen’s gaze. “How am I doing so far?” 


“Fuck you. If you really believe I’m over eighteen, what 
the hell am | doing here? This place is for minors, too, 
right?” 

Oggie shrugged. “Like the ranch sign says, this place is a 
Second Chance for people, no matter their age.” 


“Ready!” Mandy yelled from the barn. 


Oggie threw up his hand in acknowledgement before 
turning back to Cullen. “You coming?” 


Cullen shook his head. “I’m not into it. | think l'Il watch 
some TV.” His eyebrows drew together. “Is it some kind of 
required activity?” 


“No.” Oggie started down the steps. “If you change your 
mind, we’ll be in the east field.” 


x k OK OX 


Drake went back to his computer and stared at the 
screen, not seeing a damn thing. Why would Oggie invite 
him to go sledding after the way they’d left things between 
them? He couldn’t get the image of a wet, cold rancher off 
his mind. 


“Fuck it.” Drake closed the programme and typed 
‘sledding’ into the search engine. Having been born and 
raised in Texas, he’d never been sledding, nor would he 
have been allowed to go even if they’d had snow. 


He wasn’t a complete moron. He knew what it was, but 
as he scrolled through the images of kids and adults sliding 
down the slopes of white powdery snow, an ache formed in 
his chest. In every photo the people were either laughing or 
smiling. Fun—they’re having fun. 


Drake couldn’t remember when he’d last had fun, if ever. 
Sure, he’d enjoyed playing silly games with his mom and 
they’d even laughed when the mood was right, but the kind 
of side-splitting fun he’d heard people talk about had always 
eluded him. 


Cracking his knuckles, Drake stared at the clothes the 
people in the photographs wore. Although he didn’t have 
anything similar, he did own a stocking cap and a pair of 
gloves. His heavy biker boots would surely be warm enough, 
right? 


In an uncharacteristic move, Drake shut down his 
computer and turned the desk lamp out. He still didn’t know 
where things were going with Oggie, but the chance of 
experiencing something most people took for granted was 
too strong a lure to keep him in the office. 


xK k OK OX 


Drake parked in front of the barn. The closer he’d got to 
the Second Chance, the more foolish he’d felt, but he was 
there now and he refused to back out. A noise from inside 
the barn surprised him. Had he missed it? 


“Hello?” he called, stepping inside. 
“Hey,” Cullen returned. “They’re not here.” 


Drake looked around the dark interior and finally spotted 
Cullen brushing down a horse. “Why aren’t you with them?” 


Cullen shrugged. “Seemed kinda lame.” 


Drake walked over and rested his forearms on the stall 
gate. “You ever done it?” 


Cullen shook his head. “I’ve never smoked crack either, 
but that doesn’t mean | have to try it to know | won't like it.” 


Drake grinned. Despite what Cullen said, it was obvious 
he was just as nervous as Drake. “I’ve never done it. 
Thought I’d come out and see what all the fuss’s about.” 


“You haven't?” 


“Nope. | was born and raised in a little town outside 
Austin, Texas. Not a lot of snow there.” 


Cullen nodded but didn’t say anything. 


“So, you wanna go with me? I'd hate to look like an idiot 
on my own.” 


Cullen dropped the brush in the bucket beside the gate. 
“Why do you guys care if | go sledding? You’re as bad as 
Oggie.” 

Instead of being insulted, Drake chuckled. “Oggie’s a 
damn good guy, so l'Il take that as a compliment.” 


Cullen didn’t argue. Smart man, Drake thought. He 
opened the stall gate. “Come on. | saw a snowmobile over 
there. We'll figure it out together.” 


While Drake waited for Cullen to put up the bucket, he 
uncovered the snowmobile and threw the tarp into the barn. 
He wasn’t a bit surprised to find the keys in the ignition. 
Most people seemed to adapt quickly to Cattle Valley’s low 
crime rate, and it seemed Oggie was easing into country life 
just fine. 


Cullen came out of the barn and stood beside Drake. 
“Where the hell am | supposed to sit?” 


“Behind me,” Drake informed him, revving the engine. 

“Why do | have to sit in back?” 

“Because you don’t know how to drive?” 

Cullen’s expression soured. “Fine, but don’t try anything 
stupid.” 

Drake handed Cullen a helmet. “Put it on.” 

“You're awfully damn pushy. Are you a cop or 
something?” Cullen stuck the helmet on and climbed behind 
Drake. 

“Security. Oggie was the cop, not me.” 

“What’s the difference?” Cullen asked in Drake’s ear. 

“| get paid a helluva lot better.” Drake reached back and 
grabbed Cullen’s hands. “Hold on or you'll get dumped.” He 
roared away from the barn, pleased with his ability to fake 
his knowledge of the damn thing. 

Once they made it to the first pasture, Drake stayed as 
far away from the cattle as possible. “Did he say exactly 
where they’d be?” he asked Cullen. 

“East field.” 

Drake had no idea where that was but he turned the 
Snowmobile and headed east. Each time they ran over a 
bump, he thought he heard Cullen chuckling in his ear. He 
decided to give the guy a thrill and gave the snowmobile 


more gas, intentionally aiming for the slight rises in the 
landscape. 


Within minutes, Cullen was laughing. It was music to 
Drake’s ears, and the further they went, the bigger smile on 
his own face. He slowed to a stop at the gate into the now- 
empty cornfield. “I suppose this is what he’s talking about,” 
he said, seeing fresh tire tracks in the snow. 


Cullen jumped off and went to open the gate. “Make sure 
to close it securely,” Drake said, driving through to the other 
side. 


Before Cullen had a chance to get back on the 
Snowmobile, they heard loud laughter. Looking around, 
Drake couldn’t see anyone. “Let’s go.” 


Cullen straddled the seat and wrapped his arms around 
Drake’s waist. They drove up a gentle hill and stopped at 
the top. In the valley just below, Oggie was pulling an old 
car hood with the tractor. In the centre of the hood was a 
laughing Mandy, spread eagle and looking up at the sky. 

“Huh,” Drake grunted. It was nothing like the sledding 
he’d seen in the photos online. “Have you ever seen that 
before?” 

Cullen shook his head. “No, but it looks like fun.” 

“Yeah. You ready to eat some crow and join them?” 


“Might as well. We’ve come this far.” 


Chapter Six 


By the time they returned to the farmhouse, everyone 
was frozen from their nose to their toes. Oggie ushered 
them inside. The mid-November storm seemed to be getting 
worse and a part of him hoped Drake would be forced to 
stay the night. The day had been magical, and he wasn’t 
ready for it to end. “Hot chocolate?” 


Cullen dropped his parka on the floor and started on his 
new boots. 


Drake reached out one gloved hand and shoved Cullen 
until he toppled over onto his side. “You suck at snowball 
fights.” 


Oggie braced himself for Cullen’s quick temper, but 
instead the younger man started to laugh. “I seem to 
remember landing a decent hit to that big ear of yours,” 
Cullen countered. 


Drake tore off his gloves and threw them at Cullen. “l 
don’t have big ears.” 


Oggie joined Mandy in picking up the dripping outerwear. 
“Let’s put ‘em in the bathroom and shut the door,” he 
suggested. 


“I think Cullen had fun today,” Mandy said, dumping the 
boots into the bathtub. 


“Don’t tell him that or you'll ruin it.” Oggie grinned. He 
draped the coats over the shower rod and stepped back. 
“Let’s go start a fire and make some hot chocolate. With 
luck, the easy mood will continue.” 


“You like him, huh?” Mandy asked, following Oggie out of 
the room. 


Oggie stopped at the thermostat and adjusted the 
temperature. “Yeah, but I’m ready to settle down, and that 
goes against everything he stands for.” 


“So show him.” 


“Show him what?” Oggie turned to face Mandy. It was 
ridiculous that he was taking romantic advice from an 
underage ex-prostitute, but long-term had always evaded 
him. 

“That putting all your love and faith into one person 
doesn’t have to end badly,” she whispered. 


Oggie nodded. He knew Mandy had done that with her 
grandmother and it was obvious Drake had centred his 
world around his mother. Maybe he wasn’t crazy for 
listening to Mandy after all. “How do | do that?” 


“Slowly.” 


xK k OK OX 


Drake accepted his second mug of cocoa. “Thanks.” 


Oggie went back to the kitchen for his own cup before 
settling down on the couch at Drake’s side. “Did Cullen 
finally agree to sleep upstairs?” 


Drake blew on the steaming hot chocolate. “Yeah, but 
only after Mandy reminded him that he’d have to put his 
wet clothes back on to trudge through the snow to the 
dorm.” 


Oggie grinned. “I don’t think I could run this place 
without her.” 


“Sure you could. Accept it, man, you’re good with them.” 
Drake set his cup on the table and wrapped an arm around 
Oggie’s shoulders. “If | haven’t already told you, thanks for 
inviting me out here today.” 


“| thought you’d enjoy it.” Oggie placed his mug next to 
Drake’s and accepted the offered affection. 


“I did. Surprised the hell out of me, but | did.” Drake tried 
to gather his feelings and put them into words, something 
he’d never been good at. “I wanted to call the other day.” 


“So why didn’t ya?” Oggie pushed. 


“There’s a mess I’m dealing with at work.” It wasn’t the 
truth, and it was a lame excuse, but Drake refused to admit 
his fear. “Besides, the way we left things at the airport, | 
assumed it would be better if | didn’t show my face around 
here again.” 


Oggie turned sideways on the sofa and stared at Drake. 
“If you can’t see me as an equal, then, yeah—lI need to let 
you go.” 


Drake shook his head. “And if you can’t accept that it’s in 
my blood to protect the people | care about, I’d say the 
same thing to you. | told you before—my concerns have 
nothing to do with your ability to take care of yourself.” 


Oggie scooted closer to Drake. “Can we start over?” 


“Nope,” Drake replied. “I’ve already gone farther with 
you than anyone else, starting over would be going 
backwards, and | don’t want that.” His gaze roamed the 
dark interior of the living room, illuminated solely by the 
burning fireplace. There was such a stark difference 
between Oggie’s home and his own. He wondered if it was 
possible to fit into such foreign surroundings. He waited a 
few beats before speaking. “Have you got any soup?” 


“Sure. Why? You hungry?” Oggie asked. 
Drake smiled and pulled Oggie against his chest. “No, 


om 


just checkin’.” He rested his cheek against the top of 
Oggie’s head. 


“Did you have a good time today?” 


Drake nodded, knowing he could never truly convey his 
feelings of the day. Not only was it his first time playing in 
the snow, but laughing with Oggie, Cullen and Mandy had 
shown him some of what he’d missed growing up. He ran his 
hand up and down Oggie’s back. 


Drake cleared his throat. “I felt like | was around friends 
today.” 


“You were.” 


Although the desire to call Oggie a friend was there, 
Drake knew he hadn’t earned it. Hell, he knew almost 
nothing about Oggie other than how he was injured. 
“Where’re you from?” 


“Originally? Just outside Cleveland.” Oggie stretched out 
his legs and rolled to put his head in Drake’s lap. He smiled 
up at Drake before closing his eyes. 


“Are your parents still alive?” Drake probed. 


“Yeah, still living in the same house where | grew up.” 
Oggie crossed his arms over his chest, and Drake couldn’t 
help but feel warm all over when Oggie didn’t bother hiding 
his stump in the crook of the sofa. “I see them a couple 
times a year, but we don’t really have much to talk about.” 


“Because you're gay?” Drake’s mom had accepted his 
sexuality without question, a trait he’d always held dear. 


“Who | sleep with has nothing to do with it.” Oggie 
opened his eyes and gazed up at Drake. “I love them and 
they love me.” He shrugged. “They’re my parents, not my 
friends.” 


It was vastly different from the way Drake was raised. 
“My mom was my only friend,” he revealed. 


“That’s sad.” 


It was Drake’s turn to shrug. “It was easier.” Thinking of 
what he’d been through as a boy with kids his own age still 
had him feeling angry. He couldn’t understand why his 


friends had become so cruel once they found out about his 
mom’s disability. “Mom started homeschooling me when | 
was seven because | was being bullied. She believed it was 
the only way to protect me.” 


Oggie sat up and looked Drake in the eyes. “I would’ve 
protected you,” he whispered. 


Uncomfortable with compassion, Drake broke eye contact 
and directed his attention to the fire burning in the hearth. 
“I’ve learned to protect myself.” 


Oggie nodded. “Yeah, | got that.” He leaned in and kissed 
Drake’s clenched jaw. “You don’t need to protect yourself 
against me.” 


Uncomfortable with showing his underbelly, Drake turned 
and captured Oggie’s mouth in a deep kiss. It was the need 
to regain power over the situation that drove him, pushing 
him to attack the interior of Oggie’s mouth with his tongue, 
forcing them both down on the couch. He was comfortable 
with the physical, relished giving his partners the fuck of a 
lifetime. 


In a frenzy, zippers were undone and shirts torn off. 
Within a matter of moments the two men were naked 
amongst a pile of clothes. Drake rolled Oggie under him and 
bracketed the rancher’s face with his hands. Oggie was so 
damn open. Emotions that would’ve scared Drake in the 
past stared back at him with an honesty so pure, he quickly 
became lost in them. Words that he’d never spoken to 
another man were on the tip of his tongue, but he 
swallowed them and moved in for another kiss. 


With each sweep of his tongue, Drake prayed his feelings 
were conveyed without the use of words that couldn’t be 
taken back. The moment was perfect and more than he’d 
ever hoped for, but tomorrow was another day, and the 
good times never lasted. He reached between them and 
rubbed his palm against Oggie’s erection. Even Oggie’s cock 
felt different from the others he’d touched. It wasn’t the 


anatomy or the size—it was attention to detail Drake took in 
his exploration. Suddenly he wanted to kiss and study every 
inch of Oggie’s body. 


“Should we move into the bedroom?” Drake asked, 
rubbing his thumb over the head of Oggie’s cock. 


In response, Oggie nodded and thrust against Drake’s 
hand. 


Wanting nothing more than to sink his cock deep into 
Oggie’s ass where they lay, Drake groaned and rolled off the 
couch. Despite his own erection impeding his movements, 
he got to his feet and held out his hand. 


Oggie automatically reached out to accept the offered 
gesture before realising he’d extended his right arm. He 
tried to pull it back, but Drake shook his head and grabbed 
the soft skin of Oggie’s stump. 


“I’ve told you, no hiding.” Drake bent over and kissed the 
thin skin. 


Oggie’s Adam’s apple bobbed several times. “Okay.” 


x k OK OX 


In a sensual daze, Oggie turned off the lights and 
gathered the discarded clothes before joining Drake in the 
bedroom. He dumped the pile just inside the room and 
stared at the man displayed on the bed. Sexy couldn’t begin 
to describe Drake’s chiselled body, illuminated perfectly by 
the glow of several candles burning on the bedside tables. 


As Oggie watched, Drake ran his hand across his chest 
and down his stomach before wrapping it around his 
erection, reaching the other out to Oggie. “Come here,” 
Drake said, his voice even deeper than usual. 


Without an ounce of reserve, Oggie walked over and 
knelt on the bed. He brushed his fingertips against Drake’s 
chest and licked his lips. The hair on Drake’s chest was 
Short, but thick, with a smattering of grey threaded through 
the black. “I like this.” 


“Good, because | tried that waxing shit a few years ago 
and swore never again.” 


Oggie shook his head, trying hard to picture Drake sitting 
still long enough for someone to rip the hair from his body. 
Although he had no doubt Drake’s chest and abdomen had 
been shown to perfection afterwards, he liked the feel of a 
man. More importantly, he loved the feel of Drake. He bent 
over and ran the flat of his tongue around one of Drake’s 
nipples. The further out he licked, the coarser the hair 
became, scratching against his tongue. Fuck. 


“Mmm,” Drake moaned. “Turn around and let me taste 
you.” 


Oggie readily agreed. It was his favourite foreplay 
position, like getting his cake and eating it too. He straddled 
Drake’s face and buried his nose in the short thatch of hair 
surrounding Drake’s cock. Inhaling, he smelt the soap he 
used each morning. For some reason, the thought of Drake 
showering in his en suite seemed incredibly intimate, almost 
domestic. 


Drake nuzzled Oggie’s sac a few times before wrapping 
his lips around the crown of Oggie’s cock. 


Oggie gasped at the delicious feel of Drake’s tongue 
working the slit and the sensitive skin below the head. He 
was moving in to reciprocate when the house phone started 
to ring. 


“Ignore it,” Drake said between licks. 


“Can't,” Oggie struggled to say. “Two people sleeping 
upstairs.” He carefully extracted himself from atop Drake 
and reached for the phone. “Hello?” 


“Is Drake with you?” Asa asked. 


Oggie glanced at the naked man at his side. “Yeah. You 
need to talk to him?” 


“To both of you. We’ve got a problem in DC. The church 
and shelter have both been torched.” 


“Shit.” Oggie sat up. “Is everyone okay?” 


“A few minor injuries, but between the fire and water 
damage, the shelter’s unliveable for the time being.” 


Oggie closed his eyes. It only took one guess to know 
who was responsible. “What do you need from me?” 


“I’m talking to social services in DC about transferring the 
residents. | was hoping we could put them up at Second 
Chance until we can get the shelter up and running again.” 


“Of course, anything you need.” Oggie knew the ranch 
was about to get a whole lot busier. “l'Il let you talk to Drake 
now.” 


“Thanks for opening your home,” Asa said. 
“It’s why we built it.” Oggie handed the phone to Drake. 


Oggie climbed out of bed and went to the bathroom for a 
drink of water. He couldn’t help but think of the young man 
upstairs. How would Cullen react? Would he blame himself 
for Willy’s actions and shut down again? Not that Oggie 
could take credit for bringing Cullen out of his shell, but he’d 
spent the day watching the young man laugh as if he hadn't 
a care in the world. It was nice... No, more than that—it 
cemented Oggie’s commitment to the programme. 
Unfortunately, the desire to do right by the young men who 
would soon descend upon Cattle Valley and the expertise to 
make a real difference were vastly different. 


An attack of cold feet hit Oggie. He set the water glass 
down and returned to the bedroom. Drake was rifling 
through the pile of clothes when Oggie walked in. 


“How many are coming?” 


“Eleven,” Drake answered, pulling on his underwear. “Asa 
has the airport crew clearing the runway. l'Il have to fly to 
DC. You want to come?” 


“Yes, but | can’t. I’ve got bedrooms to make up and 
groceries to buy.” Oggie sat on the edge of the bed. “What 
about Joseph?” 


Drake shook his head. “He believes he needs to stay in 
DC. It’s going to take a while to get the work done, and he 
feels it’s important he be there to oversee it.” He zipped his 
jeans before bending over to pick up his socks. Joining Oggie 
on the bed, Drake slipped them on. “I'll try to guilt him into 
coming back with us.” He shook his head. “Until they catch 
that bastard, DC isn’t safe for him or the kids.” 


“How long will you be gone?” Oggie asked. 


“Not long. Expect your first big crowd for dinner 
tomorrow night.” Fully dressed, Drake stood and pulled 
Oggie to his feet. “I’m sorry this had to happen now. To be 
honest, | was looking forward to being snowed in with you.” 
Drake winced. “Shit, | forgot about my car. Can | borrow 
your truck?” 


Naked and wrapped around Drake, Oggie shook his head. 
“I'll need it for supplies, but | can drive you.” 


“No sense in you risking your neck to get me there and 
back. l'Il just take mine and go slow.” 


“Don’t be an ass.” Oggie’s first instinct was to yell at 
Drake’s protectiveness, but they’d already been down that 
particular road, and he knew he wouldn’t change Drake’s 
mind. “Take the truck. l'Il call Rio or Ryan in the morning and 
have them take me into town.” 


“You sure?” Drake ran his hands down Oggie’s bare back 
to land on his butt. As he continued, he easily ran his fingers 
up and down the crack of Oggie’s ass. “We're also going to 
need a way to get everyone from the airport to the ranch.” 


Oggie lifted his leg and rested his foot on the bed, hoping 
to feel Drake’s thick fingers inside him. He was on the verge 
of begging when Drake removed his hand, spit on his fingers 
and returned them to press against Oggie’s hole. “Call Nate. 
Tell him you’re needed in DC to help in the transfer of kids. 
Ask him to come and watch over the ranch and get it 
ready.” 


Oggie swallowed a moan as a long finger was inserted 
into his hole. He moved his hips, fucking himself on the 
delicious intrusion. “Why don’t you just fuck me before you 
go?” 


Drake licked Oggie’s lips with the tip of his tongue before 
delving in for a deep kiss. He used his free hand to unzip his 
jeans and push his underwear down far enough to release 
his erection. 


Breaking the kiss, Oggie grinned. “Is that a yes?” 
“Where's the stuff?” 


Oggie’s legs felt rubbery as he moved to the bedside 
table. He withdrew lube and a condom and handed them to 
Drake before kneeling on the edge of the bed. Shamelessly, 
he tucked his legs under him and rested his upper body 
against the mattress. “Fuck me.” 


Drake didn’t waste time and soon an empty condom 
wrapper landed beside Oggie on the bed. He dripped lube 
down the crack of Oggie’s ass and poised the head of his 
cock at Oggie’s hole. “Promise that | can stay the night once 
| get back from DC.” 


Oggie’s eyes closed at the request. “As far as I’m 
concerned, you can stay every night.” 


Drake thrust forward, driving his cock several inches 
inside Oggie. The grip he had on Oggie’s hips was almost 
brutal, letting Oggie know he wasn’t the only one riding the 
edge. 


“Yeah, all the way in,” Oggie encouraged. “Make me feel 
it.” 

“Relax,” Drake said moments before he surged in to the 
hilt. 


Oggie lost his breath for a few seconds as his body fought 
hard to adjust to the invasion. It was the sweet burn that 
he’d been needing. “Fuck, yeah, that’s it...oh, fuck,” he 
rambled. 


Drake moved his cock in and out of Oggie’s hole, 
grunting with each forward thrust. “So good,” he whispered, 
barely loud enough for Oggie to hear. 


Oggie had a strong feeling that sex with Drake would 
never be anything but fantastic. He thought of the pilot who 
had also enjoyed Drake’s cock and scowled, suddenly 
feeling incredibly territorial. “Stay away from Stony,” he 
growled, pushing back. 


“He’s not even a thought in my head,” Drake answered 
between thrusts. 


“Good.” 


Although Drake was standing, he leant over and covered 
the top half of Oggie’s body with his own. “I have feelings 
for you,” he whispered in Oggie’s ear, fucking him even 
harder. 


It was the closest thing to a declaration of love Oggie had 
ever received. The emotions the statement evoked 
combined with the physical pleasure to catapult him over 
the edge. His orgasm overtook him before he could shout a 
warning. Holy fuck, he hadn’t even touched his cock—that 
was definitely a first. 


Drake cried out when the muscles of Oggie’s ass clamped 
around his cock. “Fuuucck!” 


Oggie felt Drake’s body jerk several times with the 
intensity of his own climax. It may have been a quick fuck, 
but damn, it had been a good one. 


“Make sure you pack a Suitcase before you come back 
tomorrow night.” Oggie held his breath, wondering if it had 
come off too pushy or needy. 


“Mmm hmm,” Drake mumbled. 


Oggie smiled, feeling lighter and happier than he’d been 
in years, maybe ever. It wasn’t exactly the relationship he’d 
always hoped for, but it was a start. 


Chapter Seven 


As soon as Drake had everyone on the plane, he stuck his 
head in the cockpit. “We’re all accounted for. How’s the 
weather holding up at home?” 


“Not good, but the ground crew promised to get the 
runway clear,” Stony replied. He glanced back at Drake. “It’s 
only mid-November. What the fuck’s with the weather 
lately?” 


“Have you ever heard of a little thing called ‘global 
warming’?” Drake asked. 


“Fuck that—that’s just a bunch of bullshit propaganda put 
out there by the tree huggers.” 


“You're probably right. I’m sure those scientist who've 
devoted their lives to study that sort of thing are just trying 
to put one over on us.” Drake rolled his eyes. “We’re ready 
whenever you are.” 


Before Stony could say anything more, Drake shut the 
cockpit door and joined the passengers. He found Joseph 
standing in the aisle, trying to reassure the young men that 
they should be thankful no one was hurt in the fires. He also 
preached that they should think of the next few months as a 
chance to see a different part of the country. 


Drake had nothing to add to the discussion, so he took a 
seat towards the front of the plane. It hadn’t been easy to 
convince Joseph to leave the burned out shelter, but like 
he’d said he would, Drake had played the guilt card. He’d 
told Joseph not only was it unsafe for him to stay in DC, but 
he couldn’t just ship eleven troubled runaway teens to 
Oggie without at least giving him some help to get them 
settled in. 


Retrieving his phone from his pocket, Drake stared at it. 
He wanted to call Oggie—simply to hear the man’s voice— 
but it was six in the morning, DC time, which meant it was 
only four in Wyoming. 

“Trouble?” Joseph asked, taking a seat next to Drake. 


“No.” Drake turned off his phone and put it in his shirt 
pocket. “Just thinking about calling Oggie to give him an 
ETA, but I’m sure he’s still asleep.” 


Joseph fastened his seat belt as the private jet taxied to 
the runway. “I lost everything,” he said, sounding defeated. 


“No you didn’t.” Drake nodded towards the back of the 
plane. “You’ve still got what really matters.” 


Joseph's eyes filled with tears. “Yes, | should be ashamed 
of myself for feeling that way, but | no longer have pictures 
of my Phillip.” 

“I’m sorry.” Drake knew how much he treasured the 
photos and other mementos of his mom, so he could 
understand why Joseph felt the way he did. 


Joseph rubbed his hands over his face. “Don’t pay any 
attention to me. My mind and emotions are all over the 
place right now.” 


“That’s to be expected.” 


“I’m not afraid of Willy B,” Joseph stated. “As long as he 
doesn’t get near one of my boys again, l'Il do whatever it 
takes to stop him from hurting another street kid.” Joseph 
cleared his throat. “Maybe it’s a good thing I’m going to 
Wyoming. Right now, | think Willy’s the one who should be 
afraid of me.” 


Drake felt an odd kinship with the priest. He bumped his 
shoulder against Joseph’s. “Would it make you feel better if | 
told you Cullen went sledding yesterday?” 


A gentle smile crossed Joseph’s handsome face. “Helps a 
lot, actually.” 


“Good, then | should also tell you that he laughed his butt 
off the entire time, and even curled up by the fire with the 
rest of us afterwards and drank hot chocolate.” 


“Stop it.” Joseph sounded completely shocked. 


“| swear.” Drake held his hand up as if to testify. “I think 
he needed to get away from the city.” 


“Or me,” Joseph mumbled. 


Fuck. The last thing Drake had wanted was to bring 
Joseph down even further. He remembered what Oggie had 
told him about Cullen’s age and wondered whether it was 
his place to say something. A string of curses wound their 
way through his head when he glanced at the dejected man. 
Maybe he’d made Cullen’s time at Second Chance sound 
like more than it had actually been. “It was his first day of 
even smiling, so don’t feel too bad.” 


Joseph took a deep breath. “He comes off like he’s really 
tough, but he’s not.” 


“Yeah, | think you’re right about that,” Drake agreed. 


x k OK OX 


“Joseph's coming here?” 


Oggie dropped an armful of new towels, fresh from the 
dryer, beside Cullen. “Yeah. You’re not gonna run away 
again, are you?” 


Cullen picked up one of the warm towels and held it to his 
face. He inhaled several times before starting to fold it. “I 
don’t wanna leave, but it might be easier.” 


“No it won’t.” Oggie started a stack and reached for 
another towel. “I think you should talk to Joseph.” 


Cullen shook his head. “I shouldn’t have tried to kiss 
him.” 


Uncomfortable with giving advice, Oggie concentrated on 
the pile beside him until he figured out how to proceed. “Do 
you think Joseph would’ve pushed you away if he knew you 
were of legal age?” 


“Being underage gives him an out.” Cullen paused. “The 
attraction between us is there, but I’m no good for him. | 
thought being around him would be enough, but it only 
made it harder.” 


“You have to tell him the truth,” Oggie urged. 


“I’ve done a lot of crazy, nasty shit to stay alive. Joseph is 
the kindest, purest man I’ve known.” Tears filled Cullen’s 
light green eyes. “The best thing for him is for me to stay 
away.” 


“He’s a grown man. Why don’t you let him make his own 
decisions?” A horn sounded outside the dormitory. Oggie got 
to his feet. “Finish those up. That’s probably Nate with a 
load of donated clothes.” 


xK k OK OX 


Drake stepped off the plane and shook his head. A brand 
new shuttle bus was parked at the edge of the runway. It 
seemed Asa was going all out to help Joseph and the young 
men. He turned to Joseph. “Asa’s thought of everything.” 


Covering his face with a scarf, Joseph scanned the area. 
Although it had stopped snowing, the wind was whipping 
what was already on the ground into huge drifts. “I hope it’s 
a four-wheel drive.” 


“Don’t worry. If | Know Asa, he’s hired a competent 
driver.” Drake waved the bus over as the young men started 
to gather what little they’d managed to salvage. He could 
tell Joseph was still rattled and hoped his mind would be 


eased once they arrived at the ranch. “It'll be okay,” he 
said, clapping Joseph on the shoulder. 


“AS you said earlier, we're all safe. That’s the most 
important thing.” 


The bus stopped several feet from Drake and Mario 
grinned at him through the windshield. “I'll be damned,” 
Drake said. “That’s Asa’s partner, Mario Benta.” 


Drake walked over and knocked on the tall bus door. It 
slid open easily, and Drake ushered everyone inside as they 
disembarked. “Talk about hands-on,” he joked. 


Mario shrugged. “Asa’s been on the phone for hours. | 
figured | might as well put myself to use.” 


Drake sat in the seat directly behind Mario, thankful that 
Joseph chose a seat towards the back. He leant over and 
spoke for Mario’s ears only. “There’s not a kid in here that 
has a coat. Please tell me Asa thought of that?” 


Mario nodded. “He sent Nate to Wynfield’s with a blank 
cheque. They'll be the best dressed kids in school.” He 
looked in the long mirror overhead. “There’re blankets up 
top if anyone needs one.” 


“Thanks,” the boy closest to them said, wrapping himself 
up. 

“Hang on,” Mario called out. “It might be slow going, but 
we'll get you to the ranch.” 


Drake sat back in his seat. He’d been impressed by the 
young men and how they’d come together to take care of 
each other and Joseph in the wake of the tragedy. He wasn’t 
in the habit of wondering what his life could have been ‘if’, 
but secretly, he was jealous of the close-knit group. 


Maybe the young men from Rainbow Youth House weren’t 
the only ones who deserved a second chance at life. He may 
be a hell of a lot older than the men in the back, but for the 
first time, Drake yearned to change, to be part of something 
much bigger than his own insecurities. 


* k OK OX 


After checking the house and the dorm, Drake eventually 
found Oggie in the barn. “Hey.” 


With dark circles under his eyes, Oggie still found the 
energy to smile. “Almost done.” 


“What can I do to help?” 


Oggie pointed towards a stack of hay bales. “You can put 
two flakes of that into each stall.” 


While Drake did as he was asked, he couldn’t keep his 
gaze off Oggie. He’d worked tirelessly all day to get the 
group of teens settled, clothed and fed. “You should’ve 
called Smokey in to help with the animals.” 


“The roads are too bad, and he doesn’t get around well 
enough to walk through snow drifts if he slides off the road.” 
Oggie spread fresh straw into the stall he’d just cleaned. 


“Then you need to hire someone else.” Drake knew Oggie 
had a soft spot for the aging manager, but it was obvious he 
needed help. 


“I know. | told Smokey I’d hire a new foreman. | thought 
I'd have more time, though.” Oggie chuckled. “Little did | 
know...” 


Drake finished putting hay into the stalls, taking a 
moment to give each horse a scratch. When he noticed 
another stall that Oggie had yet to get to, he backtracked to 
the tack room and found another pitchfork and wheelbarrow. 
There was something about the slump of Oggie’s shoulders 
that worried Drake. 


The moment they finished, Drake took the pitchfork out 
of Oggie’s hand. “lIl put stuff away.” 


“I’m capable—” Oggie tried to argue. 


Already tired, Drake snapped. “Goddamnit. No one said 
shit about you being incapable. Just fucking let me do 
something nice for you without gettin’ pissy about it.” 


Oggie slowly bent over and picked up the pitchfork. He 
handed it to Drake and leaned in for a quick kiss. “You’re 
right. I’m sorry.” 


Drake stole another kiss. “Thank you.” He put the tools 
away before turning off the light in the tack room. “Let’s get 
you to bed.” 


“I| need to mix together a casserole for breakfast first.” 
Oggie zipped his coat and put on his glove before opening 
the single barn door. 


Drake followed him out. “Want me to turn off the lights?” 


Oggie shook his head. “Leave ‘em on. They'll help keep it 
warmer in here.” 


Drake shut the door behind him and threw the latch to 
keep the wind from blowing it open. The drift outside the 
barn was already up to his waist and would only get higher 
by morning. “lIl get a couple of the guys to help me put up 
a snow fence tomorrow.” 


Oggie glanced back at him. “I already have the rolls of 
fencing in the equipment shed.” He shook his head. “l 
thought I’d have more time to get it staked out.” 


“Don’t worry about it. | may not know a thing about 
cooking for a brood, but I’m pretty good with my hands.” 
Drake used the opportunity to reach out and squeeze 
Oggie’s ass. 


“Yeah, I’ve learned that about you.” Oggie climbed the 
porch steps and stomped as much snow from his legs and 
boots as he could. 


Drake planned to get Oggie into bed as quickly as 
possible, so he wasted little time brushing the snow off him. 
The moment they were inside the house and had shrugged 


out of their outerwear, Drake gathered everything into his 
arms. “How long will it take to mix the casserole?” 


“I have to fry the sausage, so probably thirty minutes at 
least.” 


“Forget it. They can eat cold cereal for one day.” Drake 
carried the wet load into the bathroom and spread them out 
as much as possible. He returned to the living room to find 
Oggie leaning against the back of the sofa. “Come on,” he 
said, urging Oggie towards the bedroom. 


“I’m so tired | don’t have the energy to fight you on the 
breakfast thing,” Oggie mumbled. 


“Good.” Drake pulled back the covers and started to 
unbutton Oggie’s heavy flannel shirt. “I like doing this.” 


“What? Getting twelve people settled, fed and clothed?” 
Oggie asked. 


“Taking care of you,” Drake admitted, throwing the shirt 
towards the straight-back chair in the corner of the room. He 
knelt at Oggie’s feet and went to work on Oggie’s jeans. “l 
thought I’d enjoyed it with mom because she was incapable, 
but I’ve quickly discovered it has more to do with the desire 
to take care of Someone you love.” 


The moment the words were out of his mouth, Drake 
wished he could suck them back in. Shit. 


Oggie sat on the bed and fell backwards onto the 
mattress. “Funny, that’s the same reason I’m letting you.” 


Oggie had said it with such ease, Drake wondered if he 
was aware of the gravity of the proclamation. After getting 
Oggie naked, Drake helped him under the covers before 
starting on his own clothes. Before he’d even reached for 
the zipper on his jeans, a soft snore came from the lump 
under the blankets. 


Drake rubbed a hand over his chest as he continued to 
listen to the peaceful sound. A feeling of love swelled inside 
of him. He left his clothes on the floor beside the bed and 


climbed in. He reached over and turned the bedside lamp 
off before moving to spoon himself against Oggie’s back. “I 
love you,” he whispered. 


Oggie rolled over and burrowed himself against Drake’s 
chest. Although Oggie didn’t wake up enough to speak, he 
did place a soft kiss on Drake’s neck. 


With his arms wrapped tightly around Oggie, Drake 
closed his eyes. He sent up a brief prayer that what he felt 
was the real deal and wouldn’t vanish once the sun came 


up. 


x k OK OX 


Oggie opened his eyes and stretched his arms over his 
head. Letting out a loud yawn, he turned to look at the clock 
and nearly jumped out of his skin. “Fuck!” 


It was nearly ten and no one had bothered to wake him 
up. He threw the covers back and shivered as he climbed 
out of bed. 


A few minutes later, he entered the kitchen, only to find it 
empty except for a note propped against the coffeemaker. 
““Don’t be mad. Love, D’,” Oggie read aloud. 


Oggie moved to the sink and looked out of the window. 
The sun was shining and he spotted a group of people 
working. His gaze immediately landed on Drake, who was 
busy hammering metal stakes into the frozen ground along 
the long driveway. Mad? How the hell could he be mad ata 
man who obviously cared? 


After turning off the coffee pot, Oggie found his coat, hat 
and glove on the hook by the front door. He hadn’t seen 
Joseph, but he assumed work was also going on inside the 
dorm. The only one who wasn’t being productive was him, 
and Oggie planned to do something about that. A freshly 


Shovelled porch and steps and a small path to the barn met 
him. Oggie grinned. There was no doubt in his mind who 
was responsible for the thoughtful gesture. He flipped his 
coat collar up to shield the back of his neck and trudged 
through the snow towards Drake. 


“Morning,” Oggie greeted, smiling. 


“Good morning.” Drake stopped what he was doing and 
took off one of his gloves. He reached out and pulled Oggie 
closer with a hand to the back of his neck. “Can | take it 
from your smile that you’re not mad?” 


“Kiss me and judge for yourself,” Oggie told him, 
stepping even closer. 


Drake’s lips descended on Oggie’s with gusto, thrusting 
his tongue deep, completely mastering Oggie’s mouth. 
Pulling back, he grinned. “One kiss and you’ve got me hard 
as a rock.” 


Oggie started to reach for the bulge behind Drake’s fly, 
but stopped himself when he noticed Cullen walking towards 
them. “Later.” 


Drake sighed and gave Oggie a quick peck. “lIl hold you 
to it.” 


“Hey, Oggie, can you show me how to drive the tractor?” 
Cullen asked. “I thought I’d help feed the cattle and maybe 
clear some of the drive if | have time.” 


Oggie reluctantly pulled away from Drake and turned to 
face Cullen. It was the first real interest Cullen had taken in 
the ranch—well, besides the horses, but all he’d wanted to 
do there was groom them. “Sure.” 


Two hours later, large round bales of hay had been taken 
out to the cattle and the implement on the tractor changed 
to a bucket. Oggie had decided against using the blade. The 
snow was already too deep and too heavy to push without 
tearing up the tractor and the ranch yard, so Cullen was 


stuck with scooping and piling the snow in huge mounds 
around the perimeters. “You got it?” 


Cullen nodded. “I think so.” 


“Just leave the snow close to the barn and other 
buildings, and l'Il get that,” Oggie ordered. He stepped back 
and watched Cullen work for a few minutes before feeling 
confident enough to leave him to his work. He knocked on 
the door to the dorm before stepping inside, making sure to 
stay on the large mud mat just inside the door. 


Seated at the long farmhouse table, Joseph glanced up. 
“You're just in time. Lunch’ll be ready in about twenty 
minutes, and | could use your help with something.” He 
pushed a large dry erase board towards Oggie. “I’ve been 
working on the chore roster, and I’ve got a couple of 
questions. Do you mind sticking around?” 


Oggie shrugged out of his coat and hung it on the rack 
beside the door before pulling off his snow boots. “Whatcha 
got?” he asked, taking a seat at the table. 


“Well, I've got the dorm covered, but I’m not sure what 
kind of help you need outside.” 


Oggie looked over the chart and was amazed. After the 
previous day, he’d begun to worry that he wouldn’t be able 
to do everything that needed to be done, but according to 
the roster, even his meals and laundry would be taken care 
of by the new residents. Although he was grateful for the 
additional help, he didn’t feel right about anyone else 
washing his underwear. 


“First off, | can take care of my own house, so that'll free 
up these two.” Oggie ran his thumb across the blue marker, 
erasing the laundry and cleaning chores from the board. 
“There, that’s better.” 


Joseph’s dark eyebrows drew together. “Are you sure? I’ve 
found it’s easier to keep the kids out of trouble if they’re 
busy.” 


“I’ve no doubt that’s true in the city, but there’s not a lot 
of trouble they can get into out here, especially this time of 
the year. I’d like Cullen to shadow Smokey as much as 
possible, though. He’s got a good attitude and an affinity for 
the work.” 


“That’s good to hear. I’ve been worried about him,” 
Joseph confessed. 


Oggie shifted in his seat. He’d told himself a hundred 
times to stay out of the situation between Cullen and 
Joseph. “Have you talked to him?” 


Joseph shook his head. “Nothing beyond a passing 
greeting. | think he’s still upset with me.” 


“It might be a good idea for the two of you to find the 
time to talk through your problems. From what | understand, 
it'll be several months before the shelter’s liveable again. 
That’s a long time to avoid the elephant in the room, 
especially since you'll be living in the same house.” Oggie 
rubbed the back of his neck. “Anyway, | should probably get 
out there and let everyone know lunch is ready.” 


Joseph nodded and returned his attention to the white 
board, but Oggie had a feeling the priest was so lost in 
thought that he wasn’t seeing a damn thing. 


x k k OX 


Drake walked into Montgomery Enterprises in a foul 
mood. Sure, he was used to being called in to work at all 
hours, but for the first time he resented the interruption of 
his personal life. He stopped in the doorway of Shane’s 
small cubicle on his way to Asa’s office. “What’s going on?” 


Shane spun around in his desk chair. “Asa has Fitzroy in 
his office.” 


Drake had spoken to his boss briefly, earlier in the day, 
and had outlined Shane’s opinions of what should be done 
about the breach in security. Of course, he hadn’t expected 
Asa to call the team leader to task so soon. “What did Asa 
decide to do, do you know?” 


Shane shook his head. “I’m not allowed to talk about it, 
but I’m glad you’re the one being called in instead of me.” 


Drake opened his coat, showing Shane his shoulder 
harness. “If Asa can’t get what he wants, maybe this'll 
persuade Fitzroy to talk.” 


Shane laughed. “An even better reason to be out here 
with my nose stuck in a computer.” 


Drake released his jacket. “I’d better get in there.” 
“Good luck,” Shane said. 


“I’m not the one who needs it,” Drake answered. He 
knocked on Asa’s door and waited. 


“Come in,” Asa called. 


Fitzroy was white as a sheet when Drake entered the 
office. Drake narrowed his eyes and stared at the man, 
letting Fitzroy know without words that he wasn’t someone 
to be messed with. 


“I need you to follow James home and personally witness 
his disposal of all files, both physical and electronic, 
pertaining to Montgomery Enterprises and DX12. He’s 
already sworn out and signed an affidavit of his crimes 
against the company, and he knows those papers will be 
turned over to the police if he doesn’t cooperate fully. If he 
gives you an ounce of trouble, you’re to let me know.” Since 
partnering with Mario, it was rare to see Asa in a bad mood, 
let alone angry, but he appeared livid with his ex-employee. 


“Yes, sir.” Drake didn’t ask questions, it wasn’t his job to 
second guess his boss, but he couldn’t help but believe Asa 
was going too easy on the weasel. 


Fitzroy got to his feet. “I have a few jump drives hidden in 
my office.” 


Drake rolled his eyes. Dumb fuck. “Let’s go.” 


x k OK OX 


Oggie was in bed, leaning against the headboard, when 
Drake walked into the room. He glanced up from his pad of 
paper. “Everything okay?” 


“You didn’t have to wait up.” Drake started undressing. 
“Mind if | grab a shower?” 


Oggie moved to the opposite side of the bed and put the 
paper and pen down. “I was making lists for Thanksgiving, 
and you can take a shower if you'll let me join you.” 


Drake nodded. “Sure, just give me a few minutes alone 
first.” 


Oggie backed off immediately. He didn’t want to come off 
as pushy. “Oh, yeah, of course. Go ahead, | won’t bother 
you.” 


Drake pushed his jeans down and off. “It’s not you. | just 
witnessed a good man ruin his entire career today, and | 
don’t want to bring that into our bed.” 


Although Oggie knew very little about Drake’s duties at 
Montgomery Enterprises, it was obvious he took his job to 
heart. Oggie wanted to go to him, but held back. During his 
years on the police force, there had been times when he’d 
felt so raw after a particularly harsh day that the last thing 
he wanted was to talk about it. “I took a shower earlier, so 
l'Il just finish my lists while you decompress.” 


The lines in Drake’s forehead softened. “Thank you.” 
Oggie shrugged. “I was a cop, so | get it.” 


Drake walked over and cupped Oggie’s cheek in his palm. 
“You're the most amazing man I’ve ever known.” 


Never one to feel comfortable with compliments, Oggie 
pulled back. “There’s absolutely nothing special about me.” 


“You're wrong about that.” Drake leant down and kissed 
Oggie. “Come on, | need someone to help me wash my 
back.” 


“You sure?” Oggie climbed out of bed, but made no move 
to follow Drake into the bathroom. 


“Get your ass in here,” Drake called, turning on the 
water. 


Oggie opened the drawer and removed a condom and 
the bottle of lube before joining Drake. “Did you get a 
chance to eat dinner?” 


Drake moved the shower curtain aside to admit Oggie. 
“No, but sometimes business makes me lose my appetite.” 
He handed Oggie a bar of soap and turned to brace his 
hands on the tiled wall. “Can | tell you something?” 


With his hand full of lather, Oggie set the soap back onto 
the narrow ledge and pressed himself against Drake’s back. 
He began to wash Drake’s chest, feeling closer to the man 
than he’d ever been. “ld like that.” 


“Even knowing | wasn’t fit company, | couldn’t stay 
away.” Drake tilted his head down. “I’ve never felt like that 
before.” 


Oggie rested his cheek against Drake’s broad shoulder. “l 
love you,” he whispered, “and | always want to be here for 
you.” 


Drake pushed off the wall and turned around so fast the 
movement almost caused Oggie to land on his ass. Drake 
reached out to steady Oggie before pulling the man into his 
arms. “I feel greedy, but | want it all with you.” 


“Then you'll get it all,” Oggie declared. 


Epilogue 


Drake walked into the kitchen on Thanksgiving morning 
and stopped at the sink to give Oggie a quick kiss. “You're 
up early.” 


“Yeah, well, as soon as | get this one into the oven, | have 
two more to get ready over in the dorm.” 


Drake glanced out the window and groaned. “Shit.” 


“What?” Oggie lifted the washed turkey into the roasting 
pan. 


“It’s raining.” Drake wrapped an arm around Oggie’s 
waist, content. 


“That’s okay. Thanksgiving’s a day for cooking, eating 
and napping, all of which we'll do inside.” Oggie washed his 
hand and stump before reciprocating Drake’s gesture. 


“Yeah, but | promised Mandy I’d ride horses with her. | 
think she feels out of place being the only girl.” Drake had 
formed a fatherly bond with the sixteen-year-old over the 
previous weeks. 


“Boy, does she have you snowed. She loves it here. Not 
only does she get her own bathroom, but she knows she'll 
probably never have to share a room. And, she has you and 
half the guys here wrapped around her little finger. I’m 
telling you, love, she’s in heaven.” 


Love. Oggie had taken to calling Drake by the nickname 
and it still warmed him each time he heard it. Drake nuzzled 
Oggie’s neck. “lIl tell Mandy l'Il take her riding tomorrow, so 
| can join you for a nap after dinner.” 


“Mmm, sounds nice.” 


“We are eating next door, right?” The thought of driving 
fourteen extra bodies out of the house after lunch sounded 
painful and time consuming. The group was definitely 
growing on Drake, but he and Oggie were still in the horny 
honeymoon stage of their relationship and fourteen sets of 
eyes constantly watching them was starting to cramp his 
style. 


“Yep, we don’t have a table big enough.” 


“Good, let’s keep it that way.” Drake gestured to the 
roasting pan. “Is that ready to go in?” 


Oggie laughed. “You’ve never roasted a turkey, have 
you?” 


Although it was an innocent question, it hit too close to 
home for Drake’s comfort. “I've never celebrated a 
Thanksgiving with a turkey.” 


Oggie leaned his head on Drake’s shoulder. “I’m always 
sticking my foot in my mouth, aren’t I?” 


“It’s not your fault that | have too many fucked up issues 
to keep track of.” He hadn’t shared all of his memories with 
Oggie, but he was getting much better at opening up. It 
wasn’t easy and probably never would be, but he’d ordered 
a book online about how to build a healthy relationship, and 
trust and honesty seemed to be right up there near the top. 


Oggie kissed Drake’s jaw before licking his way to his ear. 
“PIL teach you how to cook a turkey. Actually, it would help 
me out a lot. This is the first one I’ve tried since the 
shooting, and | guess | never thought about how hard it'd be 
with one hand.” 


“Show me.” Drake turned Oggie around to face the 
countertop and pressed against him. 


Oggie reached for a bowl of vegetables and a smaller 
bowl of green sticks and leafy stuff. “First thing you have to 
do is wash your hands.” 


Drake shuffled both of them over to the sink and reached 
around Oggie to wash his hands. “I don’t know why this is 
necessary since | plan to have them down your pants in 
about five minutes.” 


Oggie playfully elbowed Drake in the ribs. “Concentrate.” 
He handed Drake a dishtowel. “Now, this is the way my 
mom does it, and she’s the Queen of Butterland, so bear 
with me.” He held up the bowl of softened butter. “Get a big 
handful of this and smear it all over the skin.” 


Drake’s first touch of the turkey’s pimpled skin made him 
Shiver. “Oh, this is gross.” He continued to massage the cold 
bird with his lip curled in distaste. “There’s no way I’m going 
to be able to eat this, ya know?” 


“Shut up.” Oggie picked up the kosher salt and sprinkled 
it liberally over the skin. “Now, give that a little rub and 
we’re ready for the inside.” 


“Inside?” 


Oggie sighed. “Forget it, | can do this part.” He inserted 
several quartered onions, the green leafy things and more 
butter into the cavity. 


“Now that looks interesting,” Drake joked, reaching for 
the dishtowel to clean the slimy butter from his hands. 


“You wanna stick your hand up there and have a feel 
around?” 


Drake rubbed his palm against Oggie’s ass. “Can you ask 
me that again later?” 


Oggie’s spine stiffened. “You can get that thought right 
out of your damn head and keep it out. | am not now, nor 
will | ever be, a fucking Muppet.” 


Drake bit the side of Oggie’s neck. They were still 
learning to navigate each other’s sense of humour. “Joking.” 


“Good.” Oggie squeezed out from between Drake and the 
counter. “Now, put that bad boy into the oven for me.” 


“That’s it? There’s nothing more to it?” Drake never 
realised cooking could be so easy—well, except for the 
touching the cold, bumpy carcass thing. 


“Pretty much. After an hour at this temperature, l'Il put a 
piece of foil over it and turn the oven down, basting 
occasionally with melted butter.” Oggie shrugged. “That’s 
it.” 

“So, Can we go mess around now?” Drake asked, already 
tired of cooking. 

“No, I’ve got to go next door. I’ve have two more birds to 
prepare.” Oggie tilted his chin up and pursed his lips. “Give 
me a kiss, and l'Il hurry back over here. If you’re lucky, we'll 
have time for a quickie before | have to start mixing up the 
green bean casserole and stuffing.” 

Drake gave Oggie a deep kiss. “Next year, can we just 
have soup?” 

“No. Face it, love, you’re part of a family that loves turkey 
and all the fixings for Thanksgiving.” 

Drake pulled Oggie into his arms and gave him an even 
deeper kiss. He never wanted to let go. “Make all the fixings 
you want. l'Il wait my turn.” 
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“You made these?” Drake asked Mandy, pointing to the 
pies. 

“Yeah, don’t act so surprised. My grandma taught me 
everything she knew.” 


“Have you ever touched the skin of an uncooked turkey?” 
Drake still couldn’t believe he’d done it. 


“Yeah. n 
“Gross, isn’t it?” 


Mandy rolled her eyes and snapped the dishtowel in her 
hand, hitting Drake in the stomach. “You’re such a guy.” 


“And for that, I’m thankful,” Oggie piped in. He set a 
giant-sized bowl of steaming mashed potatoes on the table. 
“I think we’re ready.” 


“Can we all hold hands for a prayer?” Joseph asked. 


“Not yet. Cullen’s not down here. I'll get him.” Oggie 
headed up the staircase. 


Drake’s attention was drawn to the living room and the 
wrestling match that was in full swing. “Are they playing, or 
should | step in?” 


“| don’t see any blood, so | assume they're playing,” 
Joseph replied. 


“How do you do it? | mean, I’m good at dealing with all of 
them occasionally, but I think I’d go crazy if | had to do it all 
the time.” Drake had broken up two fights since they’d been 
at the ranch, and he was sure others had occurred inside 
the dorm. 


“The beauty of these kids is that they’ve never had a 
darn thing, so they don’t expect anything, and they 
appreciate everything. That’s why I love them all.” 


It was a great answer, but more than that, Drake could 
tell Joseph really meant it. “I’m not often in awe of someone, 
but | can honestly say, you amaze me.” 


Cullen appeared at the top of the stairs, still arguing with 
Oggie about coming down for dinner. “But | told you, I’m 
sick.” 


Oggie put a hand on Cullen’s shoulder and said 
something in his ear. Cullen nodded and continued down the 
steps. 


“Everything okay?” Drake asked when Oggie joined him. 
“No, and I’m getting damn tired of it,” Oggie grumbled. 
Drake grinned. “You sounded like a father just then.” 


“Shut up.” Oggie rested his amputated arm on Drake’s 
back and reached for Cullen’s hand. “All I’m asking is for 
thirty minutes of your time,” he quietly told Cullen. 


“I’m here, aren't 1?” 


Yep, there was definitely a father-son relationship at work 
between those two, Drake thought. 


The rest of the group came into the large open kitchen 
and circled the table holding hands. Joseph stood across 
from Cullen and led the prayer. “Dear Lord, Bless the food 
we are about to eat, and bless Oggie and Drake for opening 
their home to us...” 


Drake didn’t hear the rest of the prayer. He was so 
surprised by the way Joseph included him that he couldn’t 
focus on anything else. Other than a few changes of clothes 
and his shaving stuff, Drake hadn’t brought anything else 
from his apartment to the ranch. Yet, he’d spent every night 
for weeks sleeping next to Oggie. Was he the only one who 
hadn’t admitted that he and Oggie were living together? 


Joseph ended the prayer and everyone sat down— 
everyone but Drake. 


“Is everything okay?” Joseph asked. 


Drake shook his head. “No.” He gazed down into Oggie’s 
eyes. “I’m sorry, but | can’t do this, not like this anyway.” He 
bent and kissed the top of Oggie’s head. “I love you,” he 
said before leaving the room. 


Before Oggie could follow him, Drake pulled the keys out 
of his pocket and jumped into his Porsche. His tires spun on 
the muddy drive for a heartbeat before it fishtailed and 
roared away from the ranch. 


In hindsight, he should’ve handled his exit with a tad 
more finesse, but he couldn’t fully embrace his new life until 
he finished dealing with his old one. He parked in his usual 
spot behind Montgomery Enterprises and went through the 
process of getting into the secure building. 


Once in his apartment, Drake pulled the trashcan over to 
the cupboard and cleaned out every last can of soup. Next, 
he started on his dresser and closet and didn’t stop until 
every item of clothing was stuffed into garbage bags. His 
phone rang when he was finishing up, and he didn’t need to 
look at the ID to know who it was. 


“I’m sorry,” Drake said, answering the phone. “I’m 
coming back, but | need to take care of something first. It 
didn’t feel right sitting down—” 


“Stop,” Oggie barked, cutting Drake off. “I was calling to 
tell you that | can only keep these boys away from the food 
for another twenty minutes, tops.” 


“You're waiting for me?” Drake slung a bag over his 
shoulder and headed out of the bedroom. “I figured I’d have 
to beg to even get back in the house.” 


“I| assume whatever drove you away is important. | trust 
you, love.” 


Drake’s breath hitched in his throat. “I'll be there in 
fifteen.” 
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Oggie heard Drake’s car pull into the ranch yard. He rose 
from the table and headed towards the oven. With any luck, 
the re-warmed dinner wouldn’t be completely ruined. He’d 
offered to let everyone else eat, but they—including Cullen 
—had agreed to wait until they were all together. 


A quick glance out the kitchen window confused him. 
“What the hell’s he doing?” 


Cullen stepped up beside Oggie and peered over his 
Shoulder. “Looks like he’s carrying trash into your house.” 


“Yeah, that’s exactly what it looks like.” Oggie handed 
the potholder to Cullen. “Get the food on the table. lIl be 
right back.” 


Oggie jogged across the muddy yard to the farmhouse. 
He entered the living room and looked around. “Drake?” 


“Right here,” Drake answered, walking into the room. He 
held up a framed picture. “You mind if | put this on the 
bookshelf next to your parents’ picture?” 


His throat thick with emotion, Oggie shook his head. “No, 
| don’t mind at all.” 


Drake nodded and carefully balanced the gilded frame on 
the narrow bookshelf. “This one’s my favourite.” He smiled 
at the photograph before turning to face Oggie. “Now 
everything that means something to me is in this house.” 


Oggie refused to cry in front of Drake, but damn, the man 
made it hard. “I love you, too. Now, let’s go eat before they 
Start without us.” 


“With twelve growing men at the table, we’ll be lucky if 
there’s anything left,” Drake agreed. 


“Men, hell. Have you seen Mandy put it away?” Oggie 
asked, opening the front door. 


“Leave Mandy alone. She’s a good girl.” 


Oggie leaned against Drake’s side. “Happy Thanksgiving, 
love.” 


“It certainly is,” Drake agreed. 
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Chapter One 


Arriving in Kansas City after a long drive from Chicago, 
Mike Shriver pulled into his clients’ driveway. Ray DeMonico 
and Brent Atwood obviously had excellent taste, and by the 
look of the house, a hefty bank account. The large Tudor- 
style home was exactly as he’d pictured it after talking to 
Ray for hours over the phone. He’d met the two men only 
once, when he’d flown in to take final measurements and 
contract a foundation company. 


The meeting with Ray and Brent had gone well, and when 
a room was offered in the couple’s home for the duration of 
the job, Mike had taken them up on it. He got out of his 
pickup and opened the back driver’s side door. The backseat 
was full of tools, blueprints and anything else he could think 
of that he’d need for the projected eight month schedule. 


“Need help?” an enthusiastic sounding voice asked. 


Mike glanced over his shoulder at Brent. “Sure.” He 
handed Brent the rolls of blueprints he wanted to go over 
with the two men. “If you can get these, I'll grab my 
Suitcases. Is this a secure enough area to lock my tools up 
and leave ‘em out here?” 


“Probably, but Ray cleared a bay in the garage for you 
just in case. If you want to pull around, he’s already got the 
door open for you.” 


“Sounds good.” Mike shut the back door and climbed 
behind the wheel as Brent disappeared into the house. It 


was hard to believe the two had not only invited him into 
their home for the better part of a year, but had made room 
for his work truck. He slowly pulled into the garage, praying 
the long extended-cab would fit. 


Ray opened the door that led into the house and held up 
his hands to indicate Mike still had another foot of room. 
Mike nodded his thanks and put the truck in park. Before 
getting out, he took a moment to stare at Ray through his 
mirrored sunglasses. Although both men were hot, Mike and 
Ray had connected with each other almost immediately. 
Despite feeling guilty about it, Mike looked his fill before 
getting out of the truck. “Thanks for the space.” 


“No problem. We use this bay for storage more than 
anything.” 


Brent stepped into the garage and wrapped an arm 
around Ray’s waist. “I hope you’re hungry. Ray’s been 
cooking all afternoon.” 


“Starved,” Mike said, squeezing between the front 
bumper and the wall with his suitcases in hand. “I thought 
about stopping in Des Moines, but wasn’t sure what the two 
of you had planned, so | decided against it.” 


Ray took one of Mike’s suitcases and led the way into the 
house. 


Mike was so focused on the fantastic smells wafting from 
the stove; he didn’t immediately notice Brent standing 
behind him. When a hand landed on his ass, Mike jumped in 
Surprise. 


“I’m glad you’re here,” Brent said, winking. 


Mike’s immediate reaction was to look at Ray who was 
Shaking his head with a resigned expression on his face. 


“Sorry,” Ray said. “Brent doesn’t always know when to 
behave himself.” 


“Don’t apologise for me.” Brent released Mike’s ass and 
hopped up onto the black granite kitchen island. “I know a 


good ass when | see one. | was just confirming my 
Suspicions.” 


Mike took off his sunglasses and set them on the counter. 
He wasn’t sure if he should comment or not. Ray didn’t 
seem angry at Brent, but he did sound embarrassed by his 
partner’s actions. 


“As far aS rooms, you’ve got your pick. We have four 
guest rooms or, something | thought would be even better, 
a studio apartment over the garage. It’s supposed to be for 
hired help, but with only the two of us here, we don’t need 
anything but a weekly spit and shine,” Ray said, moving to 
the stove to stir the sauce. 


“The studio sounds good. That way | won’t have to be in 
your hair any more than necessary,” Mike replied. 


Bracing his hands on the edge of the island, Brent leant 
forward. “The room across the hall from ours is a lot nicer.” 


Ray hit the wooden spoon on the edge of the pot harder 
than necessary before he set it down. “I'll help you take 
your things up to the studio.” 


Mike wasn’t sure what was going on between the two 
men, but he nodded and picked up his suitcase. He followed 
Ray up the staircase just off the kitchen and took the 
opportunity to check out the man’s ass. The first time they’d 
met, Ray had worn a suit. Mike had to admit Ray’s ass was 
better displayed in the pair of worn jeans he currently wore. 


The staircase opened up into a large room with a small 
kitchenette in one corner, a bed in the far corner as well as 
an enclosed space Mike assumed was the bathroom. The 
centre of the room held worn, but nice, leather furniture. 
“This is fantastic.” 


“Thanks. We recently redid the family room, so | had 
them put all the old furniture up here. Well, except the bed, 
that came from my bachelor days.” Ray chuckled as he 


carried Mike’s suitcase towards the bed. “If that bed could 
talk I’d be in a world of trouble.” 


The statement caused Mike’s cock to perk up. He set the 
second suitcase down. “Are you sure about this?” 


“I’m sure.” 


“Let me know if | start to wear out my welcome, and I'll 
find a hotel or something,” Mike said. 


“Brent made you nervous, didn’t he?” Ray asked. 


Nervous wasn’t exactly the word Mike would have used. 
“Is there something going on I should know about?” 


Ray leant back against the antique wardrobe. “Around 
three years ago, Brent decided he wanted to try a 
threesome. It wasn’t something | was interested in, but | 
went along with it because | was afraid of losing him.” He 
took a deep breath and crossed his arms over his chest. 
“Since then we’ve done it a few times, but never for more 
than a weekend. When | told him I'd invited you to stay here 
while the athletic club is built, he just assumed you’d spend 
some time in our bed. | tried to tell him it wouldn’t work 
because you weren’t some random stranger we could just 
get rid of after the weekend, but Brent argued that you were 
an adult and could make up your own mind.” 


Mike scratched his jaw. He’d slept with more than one 
guy before but only once and he’d been really drunk at the 
time. Still... “I won’t lie and tell you the idea doesn’t intrigue 
me, but my brothers would kick my ass if | did anything to 
screw up this job.” 


Ray nodded. “That’s exactly what I told Brent.” 


Mike tried to wrap his mind around the situation. “Doesn’t 
it bother you to see him fucking someone else?” 


“It nearly killed me at first, but then | realised how much 
he’d given up to be with me, and | knew it wouldn’t be fair 
to him to say no.” 


“Bullshit,” Mike said, thinking of his dear friend Sidney. 
“When you love someone, there’s nothing wrong with 
wanting them all to yourself.” He’d never planned to fall in 
love with Sidney, but it had been hard to resist the hot little 
architect who worked for his brother. Even knowing Sidney 
was deeply committed to his partner, Nash, hadn’t been 
enough to stop Mike from falling head-over-heels for him. It 
was the foremost reason Mike had agreed to relocate to 
Kansas City until the health club was complete. 


“| understand what you’re saying, but | think sometimes 
you can love someone so much you’d do just about 
anything to make them happy,” Ray countered. 


“And does it?” 


Ray nodded. “Yeah. Brent’s a completely different person 
for a while after we do it.” 


“Different how?” Mike asked. 


“Happier. He hangs on my every word and feels the 
desire to touch me whenever we're in the same room 
together.” Ray grinned, showing off twin dimples. “It’s nice 
to feel wanted like that again. Maybe he was right, maybe 
things were starting to get a little stale.” 


“So you're okay with it now?” Mike was definitely 
interested in going a few rounds, but the whole situation still 
worried him. 


“Yeah, | guess so. | mean, I’ve seen that it only makes 
things better between us. And, it’s nice to feel taken care of 
once in a while. It seems I’m always the one to top, but 
there are times | miss the feel of a dick in my ass.” Ray bit 
his bottom lip. Although Mike doubted Ray meant it 
sexually, the simple gesture tested Mike’s willpower. 


“The most important thing to me is keeping my 
relationship with Brent safe.” Ray pushed away from the 
wardrobe and ran his hand across the front of his tented 
pants. “I’d better get downstairs or my sauce’ll burn. Dinner 


Should be on the table in thirty minutes if you want to 
shower or anything first.” 


“Thanks.” Mike watched Ray disappear down the steps 
before sitting on the corner of the bed. “Wow.” 
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Ray gave his sauce a quick stir before turning on the 
flame under the pasta pot. Once he was satisfied the sauce 
wouldn’t burn, he went in search of Brent. “Hey,” he said, 
finding Brent sprawled out on the sofa in front of the 
television. “You didn’t even give Mike a chance to unpack 
before making him uncomfortable.” 


“I couldn’t help myself.” Brent snuggled his way into 
Ray’s arms. “One look at those big muscles in that tight T- 
shirt he was wearing and | almost tripped over my tongue.” 


“I agree that he’s pretty damn incredible looking, but this 
is an entirely different situation than we’ve ever put 
ourselves in. We need Mike to head up this construction 
project. The last thing we can afford is to piss off our 
contractor before he even gets started.” 


“So you're telling me he'll be here for months, and I’m 
not allowed to touch him?” Brent gave Ray a quick kiss, 
using only the tip of his tongue to tease. “I’m not sure | can 
do that.” 


“Well you’re going to have to try unless Mike makes the 
first move.” Ray silently prayed that Mike would make a 
move. It was the first time since he’d agreed to indulge in 
the occasional threesome that he really wanted another 
man besides Brent. He gazed into Brent’s sapphire blue 
eyes. “If Mike’s okay with it, I’m okay with it, but it needs to 
be his decision. Got it?” 


Brent licked his lips. “Can | tease him until he gives in?” 


“Make him uncomfortable and lIl kick your ass,” Ray 
warned. 


“You mean you'll kiss my ass,” Brent countered. 


Ray had often wondered what his life would’ve been like 
if Brent had never wandered into his lecture hall and caught 
his attention. If the affair between them had never been 
exposed, and Ray hadn’t been fired, would they still be 
together or would their relationship have already fizzled out 
on its own? The fact that Brent had quit college to follow 
Ray back to his hometown of Kansas City was another thing 
Ray often considered, because although Ray had already 
loved Brent, he hadn’t felt responsible for Brent until he’d 
given up everything to be with him. 


“Where'd you go?” Brent asked, moving to straddle Ray’s 
lap. 

“Just thinking.” Ray squeezed Brent’s ass. “Have you 
talked to your parents lately?” 


“Yesterday,” Brent said, grinding his erection against Ray. 
“Mom sends her love.” 


“But Dad didn’t, right?” Ray ran his fingers up and down 
the seam of Brent’s jeans. There was definitely no love lost 
between Ray and Brent’s father. Brock believed Ray had 
taken advantage of Brent’s youth and led his son astray, 
while Ray had come to realise that Brent had a bit of a 
daddy fetish and had always gone after older men without 
his father’s knowledge. 


“Forget about my father and fuck me.” 


Ray was incredibly tempted. It had been a while since the 
two of them had enjoyed spontaneous sex, but they had a 
guest in the house. “I’d love to, but | told Mike to come 
down for dinner after he showered.” 


“And he did,” Mike said from the doorway. “Sorry to 
interrupt.” 


Ray removed his hands from Brent’s ass. “Would you do 
me a favour and stir the sauce? l'Il be in shortly.” 


“Sure.” 


After Mike left, Ray pulled Brent’s head down for a kiss. 
The kiss started hot and progressed until it was a blending 
of tongue and teeth and raw need. What Ray wouldn’t give 
to strip Brent out of his jeans and fuck him right there over 
the sofa, but he knew half of the passion he felt was a direct 
result of Mike walking in on them. He pulled back and smiled 
at Brent as he wiped his chin. “Later.” 


“For you maybe. I’m gonna go into the bedroom and 
finish myself off,” Brent said, standing. He pulled Ray to his 
feet and palmed the front of his jeans. “You sure you don’t 
want to join me?” 


“Dinner’s waiting,” Ray reminded Brent, grinding his cock 
against Brent’s. He left Brent and walked through the formal 
dining room on his way to the kitchen. Before entering, he 
took a couple of deep breaths, trying to get his cock under 
control. “Sorry about that,” he said, joining Mike at the 
stove. 


“Your house,” Mike reminded. 


Ray uncovered the homemade pasta he’d made earlier in 
the day. “I hope you like spaghetti.” He picked up the angel 
hair pasta and gently dropped it into the boiling water. 


“You bet. Although I’m not sure I’ve ever had anyone 
make it from scratch like this.” Mike lowered the flame 
under the sauce and set the spoon to the side. “Where’d 
you learn to do this?” 


“My Grandma DeMonico insisted all her grandchildren 
learn how to make the family recipes before she died, 
although she called sauce gravy.” 


Mike bumped his hip against Ray’s. “Now | have even 
more reason to be jealous.” 


Ray lifted the pot and poured the pasta into a strainer. 
“What else are you jealous of? You want Brent?” 


Mike sighed and turned to face Ray. “Yeah, | think | do. 
Seeing the two of you earlier must’ve melted my brain.” 


Ray shook the pasta several times before pouring it onto 
a large platter he already had sitting out. “You have 
someone special back in Chicago, Mike?” 


Mike closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “There’s 
someone very special in Chicago, unfortunately, he’s in love 
with someone else.” 


“Ouch, that sucks.” Ray carried the platter to the stove. 
He removed a ladle from the large utensil carafe and used it 
to spoon sauce over the pasta. “Did you have an affair with 
him?” he asked out of curiosity. 


“No. Sidney’s hopelessly devoted to Nash.” 


Ray was surprised to hear his architect’s name. “I’ve met 
them. They’re both nice guys.” 


“Yeah, that’s the part that sucks.” 


Ray opened the warming oven and removed the 
meatballs he’d prepared earlier and spooned them onto the 
platter on top of the pasta and sauce. “So, is there anyone 
besides Sidney?” He silently prayed the answer would be 
no. 


“Nope, at least not anyone | see on a regular basis.” 


Ray’s biggest fear had always been Brent leaving him for 
one of their occasional lovers. “If anything happens between 
you and Brent or whatever, | need you to promise you won’t 
fall in love and try to take him away from me.” 


“| tried for five years to fall in love with another man, and 
| couldn’t. | can’t tell you how hard I’ve tried to get Sidney 
out of my heart, but it simply isn’t possible.” 


Ray noticed Mike didn’t deny the idea of getting together 
with Brent, but at least he’d feel better if he did. “Brent will 


try to torture you until he gets his way. If you’re not into it, 
just tell him, and he’ll back off eventually.” 


“What about you?” Mike asked, moving closer to Ray. 
“What about me?” Ray set the food on the table. 
“Are you open to the idea?” 


Ray turned to face Mike, less than a foot separating 
them. “I’ve thought of little else since the first time | met 
you.” 


Mike leaned in for the softest kiss Ray had ever 
experienced. He wasn’t even sure if their lips had actually 
touched, but it was enough to harden his cock once again. 
Ray sighed. “You’re killing me.” 


“You're doing the same to me,” Mike replied, resting his 
hand on the small of Ray’s lower back. “I know | should back 
away and give myself time to really think about this, but 
that’s the last thing | want right now.” 


Ray closed the distance between them, feeling the proof 
of Mike’s desire rub against him. “We’d better eat before 
everything gets cold. We have the rest of the evening to 
work out details.” 


Mike moved, grinding their groins against each other. “As 
long as the details include getting to Know you and Brent 
better.” 


Ray smiled. “Definitely.” As much as he wanted to kiss 
Mike again, Ray decided it would be better to wait because 
he knew once he got started no way in hell would he want 
to stop. He took a step back, breaking away from Mike and 
cupped his hands around his mouth. “Brent, dinner,” he 
called. 


Mike appeared deep in thought as he sat down and 
placed a napkin in his lap. “Can | be honest?” 


“| wouldn’t expect anything less.” Ray poured wine into 
Mike’s glass. 


“I’m sexually attracted to Brent. Hell, I'd have to be blind 
not to be. But | /ike you. | enjoy talking to you, being around 
you...” Mike leaned towards Ray. “Looking at you. I’m not 
worried about getting too close to Brent to walk away. | 
worry about leaving you if this goes further.” 


Ray felt the words like a physical touch. Brent’s arrival 
saved him from commenting and for that, he was grateful. 
“Food’s getting cold.” 


Brent plopped down in his chair. “Yeah, but it was worth 
it. Damn, that felt good.” He smiled at Mike. “You enjoy 
jerking off?” 


Mike took a sip of wine while maintaining eye contact 
with Brent. 


Ray watched the moment between the two men with 
growing interest. What did Mike see when he looked at 
Brent? Did he think Ray was a fool for practically offering 
Brent up on a silver platter? 


“Masturbation has its uses, but when you have someone 
who loves you, willing to do it for you, what’s the point? If | 
had that, l’d never take myself in hand again,” Mike 
whispered. 


Ray squeezed his legs together, trying to alleviate the 
ache in his groin. He was surprised by the feelings of 
jealousy that raced through him as Mike spoke of his 
unrequited love for Sidney. 


Brent stood and leaned over the table towards Mike. “And 
sometimes it’s fun to have a totally different hand touch 
your cock.” 


“We'll see,” Mike whispered in return. 
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